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Abstract 
This thesis examines the discourse regarding artwork by the Australian Aboriginal 
painter, Emily Kame Kngwarreye [c. 1910-1996]. It considers the art as an enigmatic 
object of discourse because of the dilemma it poses for interpretation and how it evades 
conventional categories of representation. The thesis argues that this enigmatic status 
encodes how cultural difference invokes a necessary dimension of epistemological 
imcertainty within concepts of representation and interpretation. The enigmatic object of 
discourse is also examined in terms of how it advances shared discourses of meaning and 
value for a community of cultural difference beyond postcolonialism and the lingering 
remains of modernist essentialism. 
Kngwarreye's art is described as particularly enigmatic because of an apparent duality or 
an aesthetic coincidence occurring between two very different visual traditions. The 
artist's translation of traditional Aboriginal iconography into acrylic canvas painting 
closely resembles key developments in Euroamerican modernist abstraction. Her art is 
unique in terms of its achieved credibility within these two apparently incommensurable 
realms of aesthetics. The study begins by analysing the development of Kngwarreye's 
enigmatic aesthetic, mapping how it invokes contradiction but at the same time embodies 
the aura of a community of difference. This enigmatic aesthetic is said to stimulate 
review of both modernist abstraction and Aboriginal visual culture and thus anticipates a 
shared realm of aesthetics. 
Chapter two examines how cultural representations other than art impact on reception of 
Kngwarreye's paintings. Identity politics and the uncertain status of cultural 
reconciliation in Australia contribute to a discourse regarding the art that constantly fails 
to secure its subject. The Australian perspective is mapped onto a global context by 
examining how frameworks of recognition of the art are contoured by deeply ingrained 
contradictions regarding autonomy and equality within the political economy of the 
democratic ideal. The thesis examines the particularities of reception of Kngwarreye's art 
to demonstrate how the pragmatic management of this fundamental contradiction within 
modernist liberalism defines the project for contemporary cross-cultural discourse. 
IV 
This fundamental contradiction is examined in terms of a curatorial challenge in Chapter 
Three. The Queensland Art Gallery's retrospective exhibition of Kngwarreye's art is a 
landmark in the representation of contemporary Aboriginal art, but it also expands the 
generic category of contemporary art. The Gallery's pursuit of a balanced representation 
of Kngwarreye's discrete Aboriginality amid an ethos of multiplicity provides a 
fascinating insight into the difficulties of translating ideology into curatorial practice, and 
transforming a complex discourse into the concrete form of an exhibition. 
The dilemma surrounding critical perspectives of art, or establishing any consensus of 
opinion within an ethos of multiple views, emerges within critical response to the 
Kngwarreye retrospective. The thesis examines how several critics negotiate aesthetic 
judgement of Kngwarreye's art, or attempt to suspend judgement without diminishing its 
worth. The internal dynamics of these critical approaches are shown to emphasise the 
contingency of representation and interpretation where it concerns cultural difference. 
The final chapter approaches the enigmatic object of discourse in terms of a secret. 
Aspects of Jacques Derrida's Politics of Friendship are cross-referenced with the politics 
of the secret in Aboriginal culture to demonstrate how the failure of representation is an 
integral part of representation. This cross-referencing goes some way towards arguing 
why Kngwarreye's enigmatic aesthetic strikes a chord with contemporary attitudes 
regarding representation and interpretation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Art discourse is currently confronted by an unprecedented ethical challenge to devise 
methods of interpretation appropriate to the cultural diversity representing contemporary 
art. Critical analyses of art are now judged as much on the ethical validity of their 
methodologies as they are on the credibility of their theses. A much wider framework of 
beliefs and ideologies grounds the interpretation and presentation of art, to the extent that 
one of the central problems of contemporary art discourse is identifying any consensus of 
opinion about art at all. The category of contemporary art expands and diversifies in its 
project of cultural inclusiveness, but art discourse progressively implodes with a 
diminished ability to share ideas about the meaning and value of art. This ethical silence 
that has been gathering for some years is now a palpable tension. 
In Australia this tension is particularly evident in discourse regarding contemporary 
Aboriginal art. Varying definitions of art within the visual cultures of Ausfralia's 
indigenous and non-indigenous populations create a situation where entirely new 
vocabularies of art are required to formulate shared realms of meaning and value. No art 
is more relevant to this contemporary challenge than that of Emily Kame Kngwarreye 
[c. 1910-1996]. Kngwarreye is an Aboriginal elder from the remote Cenfral Australian 
community of Utopia who takes up acrylic canvas painting in 1988, at the approximate 
age of seventy-eight.' Her paintings are grounded in Aboriginal fraditions but are also 
radical diversions from anything of its kind. Her art is also unusual in that it immediately 
gains exposure in mefropolitan galleries and confounds audiences with its close visual 
resemblance to defining moments of Euroamerican abstract painting. Over the following 
eight years until her death in 1996 Kngwarreye's extensive output sustains her as one of 
Australia's most sought after artists. 
The term 'elder' signifies a member of an Aboriginal community considered to be endowed with spiritual 
and customary wisdom, and who is respected as a keeper of certain knowledge and rites. T. Swain, 
Interpreting Aboriginal Religion, An Historical Account, Australian Association for the Study of Religions 
at the South Australian College of Advanced Education, Bedford Park, S.A., 1985. The Utopia Aboriginal 
community is located in a semi-arid desert region approximately 370 kilometres north-east of Central 
Australia's major township of Alice Springs. 
Discourse regarding the art cannot keep pace with Kngwarreye's groundbreaking 
incursions into art history, and the art's reputation out-strides efforts to interpret the art. 
This momentum precipitates a large-scale retrospective exhibition of Kngwarreye's art 
only ten years after the artist first commences acrylic painting. The exhibition, titled 
Emily Kame Kngwarreye - Alhalkere - Paintings from Utopia, is curated by the 
Queensland Art Gallery (henceforth QAG) and opens in February 1998. It consists of 
eighty-nine paintings made up of ahnost two hundred separate pieces along with a 
number of Kngwarreye's batik works and painted objects. 
This extensive retrospective, touring to Australia's four largest public art galleries, is the 
first of its kind to honour an Australian indigenous artist. The exhibition is also 
significant in that it presents a senior Aboriginal artist from a remote desert community as 
a contemporary artist. Kngwarreye's art earns this treatment primarily because of its 
appearance. The styles and modes of expression take liberties with the tradition of 
Central Australian Aboriginal acrylic painting and introduce a new dimension of vigour 
and innovation. The paintings particularly appeal to contemporary audiences because 
they seem to fiise the two apparently incommensurable visual idioms of modernist 
abstraction and Aboriginal iconography. 
However, discussion of any such fusion is deeply problematic in an era conditioned by 
the anti-hegemonic tendencies of postcolonialism and multiculturalism. An effort to 
respect the cultural autonomy of non-western cultures regards such fusion as potential 
appropriation and assimilation, or a case of colonising the art canon's 'Others' This 
ethical freight heightens the tension between what modernist-influenced audiences 
recognise in Kngwarreye's paintings and what they understand of Aboriginal traditions. 
Yet beyond this tension some form of fiision is obvious. Kngwarreye is a contemporary 
artist who produces acrylic paintings primarily and specifically for whitefellas^ Her 
Aboriginal community has no need or desire to collect canvas paintings. Cultural and 
commercial frade with the non-indigenous community is the impetus for this art, and its 
raison d'etre. In these circumstances there can be no appeal to an autonomous cultural 
^ Whitefellas is an accepted term in the vernacular language in the Northern Territory (used by both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people) that refers to people who are predominantly of Caucasian descent. 
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convention because the art begins with cultural exchange and derives from situations that 
occur at the interface of cultural difference. The result of these mixed messages is that 
Australian art now has an enigma as an icon, and critical discourse is impelled to 
reconcile a framework of interpretation that befits the particular circumstances of this art. 
For these reasons, Kngwarreye's art will be considered within the context of this thesis as 
an enigmatic object of discourse. This theoretical model describes the role of 
Kngwarreye's art in posing a dilemma for interpretation that is at the same time a 
motivation to create shared reahns of meaning and value. In this manner the enigmatic 
object of discourse embodies a dialectic of representation and resistance. The art thwarts 
interpretation because it engenders confradiction, but it also appeals to audiences and 
anticipates some form of sharing. Enigmas are seductive at the same time as they are 
curious, and their most usefiil quality is that they are always assumed to have something 
more to offer, something beyond the obvious. The enigmatic object of discourse 
describes a complex relationship between Kngwarreye's artworks and a climate of 
reception that is coming to terms with the occasional opacity of cultural difference. 
The method of discourse analysis is employed in this study because it is mindful of the 
fluidity of concepts and shifting relationships between objects, appearances and ideas. 
Discourse embodies ideologies and value systems, but it also maps their constant 
transformations. This study is essentially concerned with the reception of Kngwarreye's 
art, and the concept of discourse pays heed to the climate of cultural production and 
reception. The art is examined in terms of the difficulties it poses for interpretation and 
how it amplifies certain tensions in contemporary critical discourse. Kngwarreye's art 
arguably draws attention to the unresolved relationship between aesthetics and ethics in 
contemporary art discourse and creates an imperative for an alliance between these 
dimensions of interpretation. 
The primary problem for discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art is in terms of how it can 
proceed beyond the 'misrecognition' of her art. The paintings involuntarily present 
themselves as modernist abstraction before they are acknowledged as belonging to 
I. Angus, (Dis)flgurations: discourse/critique/ethics, Verso, London, 2000. 
Aboriginal traditions and critical discourse must find a path beyond or through this 
aesthetic coincidence. The ethical standards of the day demand recognition of the 
Aboriginal traditions sustaining Kngwarreye's art, but how do critics account for the 
appeal of the art? How can discourse approach any consensus of opinion about the art 
that sustains its inherent cultural difference? 
This study is centrally concerned with how this art creates an aesthetic of uncertainty, and 
what this indicates about contemporary attitudes regarding representation and 
interpretation. The fact that audiences are not averse to the occasional opacity of this art 
suggests that they identify with this uncertainty, however few critics can articulate the 
value of this uncertainty. This study attempts to do so by analysing the undercurrents of 
Kngwarreye's enigmatic aesthetic through its developments and contexts and in terms of 
how it is translated into an exhibition and taken up by critical discourse. 
The thesis begins with an aesthetic analysis of the artworks and examines how an 
enigmatic aesthetic evolves amid a crosscurrent of influence within Central Ausfralian 
Aboriginal communities in the 1970s and 1980s. Chapter One examines the development 
of Kngwarreye's artistic styles and in what ways they parallel modernist absfract 
painting. These parallels are pursued in terms a shared tendency to tease the faculties of 
recognition, and to perform an asserted resistance to representation. The reasons for 
doing so differ quite markedly between Kngwarreye and modernist artists, but they 
arguably still share a strategy in common. 
Initial frameworks of interpretation imposed on Kngwarreye's art are examined in 
Chapter Two to demonstrate how confradiction develops within discourse. These 
frameworks derive from the socio-political environment surrounding production and 
reception of Aboriginal art from Central Ausfralia in the 1980s and 1990s. Contradiction 
occurs within an effort to ethically respect cultural autonomy and to meaningfully 
acknowledge equality. The immediate context of this confradiction lies with legal 
negotiations regarding Aboriginal Land Rights, but it more broadly relates to the ethical 
management of cultural difference globally, and the ongoing pursuit of modem 
liberalism. The enigma of Kngwarreye's art thus represents a microcosm of a global 
problematic, and a specific test case for contemporary critical theory. 
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In Chapter Three the Kngwarreye refrospective exhibition is considered as a discourse 
hung out for view. QAG is mindfiil of the historical precedent of this exhibition and how 
it must reflect the current ethos of cultural pluralism. However, pluralism does not 
translate easily into exhibition rationale. International developments leading up to the 
Kngwarreye retrospective that attempt to embody a global and culturally diverse 
perspective of contemporary art provide a climate of expectation for the retrospective. In 
responding to these expectations QAG draws the enigma of Kngwarreye's art into tighter 
focus, and provokes critical discourse towards deeper inquiry into the conventions of 
interpretation and representation where it concerns cultural difference. 
The refrospective is an occasion to celebrate Kngwarreye's art, but it is also calls for 
judgement regarding the art. Critical appraisal of Kngwarreye's art following the 
refrospective attempts to reconcile its contradictory frameworks of interpretation and 
confronts a tension between aesthetics and ethics. Judgements about the value of 
Kngwarreye's art require standards of judgement, but an ethical respect for cultural 
autonomy refiites the validity of any such 'standard' Chapter Four approaches this 
problem of standards of judgement as a further dimension of the Kngwarreye enigma. 
The final chapter of the thesis returns to the duality discussed in Chapter One, and 
speculates on how the enigma of Kngwarreye's art might be considered productive. The 
ethical challenge surrounding the art demands a reorientation of discourse, and a different 
negotiation of meaning and value. The duality of Kngwarreye's art that provokes 
confradiction within discourse is recast in this chapter as a duality between an Aboriginal 
politics of the secret and deconstruction theory. Thus the duality is forced into dialogue, 
and arguably offers some explanation as to why Kngwarreye's art engenders so much 
appeal for contemporary audiences. 
This thesis examines the requirement for new vocabularies of meaning and value, so it is 
appropriate that a new term might be required to describe the artistic movement with 
which Kngwarreye's art is most closely related. This movement is the development of 
acrylic canvas painting by Aboriginal communities in Cenfral Ausfralia that originates in 
the early 1970s. The acrylic painting movement is not entirely discrete from other artistic 
developments in Central Ausfralia such as textile arts or Hermannsburg watercolour 
painting, etc. However acrylic painting does have a different history to other artforms in 
terms of the kind of recognition it receives from art markets and audiences generally. 
This acrylic painting movement is most often referred to as Western Desert Aboriginal 
acrylic painting, however this is not entirely accurate where it concerns Kngwarreye's art 
as her Country is located in Ausfralia's Central Desert, and not the Western Desert as 
such."* Constant reference to 'Western and Central Desert Aboriginal acrylic painting' is a 
cumbersome load to carry throughout this thesis. For this reason, and because the 
movement as such deserves a name rather than a description. Western and Cenfral Desert 
Aboriginal acrylic painting will be referred to henceforth in this study as Desert Painting. 
This is not a conventional term but one created within the context of this study to reflect a 
unique artistic development over a short thirty-year period. Kngwarreye's art is one of the 
most confounding products of this remarkable art movement, and this thesis examines 
why this might be so. 
The term Country is used by the contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community to denote 
not only an area of land belonging to various kinship groups, but also to denote a particular bond between 
these people and their land. The term will be used as such throughout this thesis. A concept of Country 
particularly pertinent to Kngwarreye is explained in E. Young, "Resettlenient and Caring for the Country: 
The Anmatyerre Experience", Aboriginal History, Volume 11, Number 2, 1987, pp: 156-170. 
CHAPTER ONE 
The 'aura' of Emilys 
"when the familiar is made tmfamihar, 
thought is forced to question itself 
and confront alternatives to it"' 
Audiences accustomed to looking at Euroamerican modernist art experience both the 
famihar and the unfamihar in Emily Kngwarreye's paintings. The rhythm and 
repetition of simple forms and the all-over compositional energy strike a chord with 
all that is exciting in twentieth century modernist absfraction. There appears to be an 
unbridled gesture in Kngwarreye's paintings bonding them with modernist drives for 
essence and purity. But audiences are invariably aware that Kngwarreye's art is not 
the product of modernism, and appreciate that the art derives from cultural 
frameworks largely unconcerned with modernist principles. Amid these unfamiliar 
contexts Kngwarreye's Aboriginality declares itself. The art refiises to be taken at face 
value and an interesting enigma evolves where, "thought is forced to question itself 
and confront alternatives to it" ^ 
During the 1990s Kngwarreye's paintings reach such popularity with the Ausfralian 
art market and art institutions that they become known simply as 'Emilys' Ciu-ators, 
critics, and dealers, position the canvases and boards as unique within the broader 
realm of Aboriginal acrylic painting from Cenfral Ausfralia. This intense attention 
endows the artist and her work with what Walter Benjamin describes early in the 
twentieth century as aura. Aura is the exaltation of something unique in artworks, or 
an affect denoting quintessential qualities of culture. Benjamin relates aura to 
modernity's nostalgia for historical certainty, but with Kngwarreye's art it is the 
element o^ uncertainty that seems to appeal to audiences. 
' D. Carroll, Paraesthetics, Foucault - Lyotard - Derrida, Routtedge, New York and London 1989 
p. 55. 
^Ibid. 
^ W. Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction", in Illuminations, H. 
Arendt, (ed. & intro.), H. Zohn (trans.), Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., New York, 1968. (First 
published in German in 1955), pp: 219-253. Benjamin's discussion of aura will be deah with at more 
length in the concluding stages of this chapter. 
Kngwarreye's art is endowed with aura because of its enigmatic quahty, or a 
perceived equivocation in what it represents. It defies categorisation by seeming both 
modernist and Aboriginal at once, even though any relationship between these 
fraditions is unresolved. In this way the art contests the familiar with the unfamiliar 
and harnesses an element of misrecognition within discourse regarding the art. The 
aura of Kngwarreye's art is thus an index of how audiences respond to the uncertainty 
of representation and interpretation engendered by the experience of cultural 
difference. 
The familiar and unfamiliar converge in Kngwarreye's paintings because of an 
apparent aesthetic fusion between traditional Anmatyerre/Alywarre iconography and 
defining stages of Euroamerican modernism. Anmatyerre and Alywarre are the two 
language groups to whom Kngwarreye is most closely related and as such they define 
her identity within the Aboriginal community of Cenfral Ausfralia. The 
Anmatyerre/Alywarre iconography bonds Kngwarreye in a kinship relationship to 
particular family groups and their attendant Dreamings, Country, and all manner of 
cultural signification.^  But one of the most fascinating aspects of Kngwarreye's art is 
how these collected signs of her identity take on a modernist appearance when 
expressed as canvas paintings. 
Kngwarreye brings a personal intimacy with Aboriginal culture and life in Australia's 
Cenfral Desert to the canvases, but mefropolitan audiences encounter their own blend 
of experiences, aspirations and anxieties in her artworks. Within this encounter the art 
assumes an enigmatic aesthetic and challenges conventional art discourse. The 
paintings evolve into a restless 'meeting place' for cultural difference, and provide a 
tangible reason for developing new discourses of meaning and value. This chapter 
examines this enigmatic aesthetic of Kngwarreye's art, or how 'Emilys' earn their 
aura. 
Ntange Dreaming 
Ntange Dreaming (1989) [Figure 1] illusfrates this coincident encounter with the 
* M. Boulter, The Art of Utopia, A New Direction in Contemporary Aboriginal Art, Craftsman House, 
Sydney, 1991. 
f 
familiar and unfamiliar. It is one of Kngwarreye's earliest acrylic paintings, produced 
in the first year of her acrylic painting career. The modernist gaze has much to fix 
upon in this painting. Consider early modernist absfract paintings such as Sonia 
Delaunay's [1885-1979] Electric Prisms (1914) [Figure 2], and Wassily Kandinsky's 
[1866-1944] Composition P7(1913) [Figure 3]. Mange Z)rea/wmg's dazzling effect 
of colour and swirling organisation of abstract forms visually locates itself among 
these iconic examples of early modernist absfraction. The three paintings seem 
collectively inspired to captivate the eye with optical intensity, and to tease the 
intellect with an esoteric visual logic. 
The imanswered question in discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art is whether this 
visual resemblance has any conceptual basis. Does this enigmatic art embody any 
meaningful correspondence between contemporary Aboriginal visual culture and 
modernist art? This thesis argues that to some degree it does, and pursues this 
premise by exploring similarities that occur amid acknowledged differences. There is 
a complex interplay of differences, similarities, and sharing in Kngwarreye's art that 
establishes it as eminently contemporary. To simply call this art "other' or culturally 
'different' is well-meant but anachronistic, and does not pay heed to that dimension of 
the art that is motivated by specifically contemporary circumstances. 
One similarity between Kngwarreye's art and modernist absfraction is a desire to 
intercede in the perception of recognised form. Easy recognition is not the goal in 
either case. The apparent visual similarities between the work of Delaunay, Kandinsky 
and Kngwarreye behe a shared spirit to test the limits of recognition. For early 
modernist painters, the visual language of absfraction challenges an inherent desire for 
recognised form in order to stimulate the imagination.^ Kngwarreye's art also teases 
with recognition, but the game is slightly different. Her unfamiliar/familiar 
iconography mediates access to certain domains of knowledge, rather than provoking 
the imagination as such. Kngwarreye's art is less concerned with liberating the 
imagination as with early modernists, and more intent on establishing a poUtics of 
knowledge. But the 'recognition game' is a sfrategy that serves all of these purposes 
well. 
' A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, World of Art Series, Thames and Hudson, London and New York, 1990. 
Figure 1. 
Figure 2. 
Figure 3. 
Figure 4. 
Figure 5. Figure 6. 
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Ntange Dreaming illusfrates this point. Various visual codes litter the surface of 
Ntange Dreaming, grounding the painting in a complex intercourse of cultural 
knowledge and practices. The accrued wisdom of successive generations of 
Anmatyerre/Alywarre culture gives this painting its visual coherence, but it also 
distances the art from non-indigenous audiences and renders it partially inaccessible. 
Unfamiliar symbols are clustered and superimposed, offering a mediated invitation to 
recognition. A jumbled arrangement of form in Ntange Dreaming generates an 
impression of confroUed confusion - the puzzle appears well planned, but how to 
decode it? The pertinence of this visual tease is that whilst the paintings are primarily 
produced for sale to whitefellas - and hence must appeal to them in some manner -
they are not necessarily intended to be entirely accessible to the latter. There is a 
certain power play involved in looking at these paintings. 
Aesthetic developments in Kngwarreye's art are noted for their diversity but Ntange 
Dreaming nonetheless offers something of a template for the artist's entire acrylic 
painting career. In this painting various iconographic elements of Kngwarreye's 
'awelye' are fused into an exfremely balanced composition.^ Awelye is a significant 
concept in terms of Kngwarreye's art as it is regarded as the thematic basis of her art. 
It is the Anmatyerre/Alywarre (and other associated language groups) term for a broad 
concept of women's ceremony. Awelye describes a woman's identity in diverse ways 
including songs, dances, and body paintings, and in terms of responsibilities for 
particular cultural knowledge and areas of Country. The ongoing presence of awelye 
iconography in Kngwarreye's art suggests the artist's motivation to redefine her 
awelye within the contemporary contexts of acrylic painting 
Awelye body painting designs appear in Ntange Dreaming in the u-shaped motifs 
partially submerged beneath pronounced linear repetition and over-dotting. Half-
formed arrow-shape emu fracks and feathers emerge in other areas of the painting, 
together with lines that suggest the goanna motif more recognisable in Kngwarreye's 
Awelye (1989) [Figure 4], or emu fracking in Untitled (Country with Emu Tracking) 
(1990) [Figure 5]. Elements such as these identify flora and fauna pertaining to 
* Detailed information explaining awelye is presented in N. Munn, Walbiri Iconography: Graphic 
Representation and Cultural Symbolism in a Central Australian Society, Cornell University Press, 
Ithaca, U.S.A., 1973, and F. Dussart's unpublished thesis, Walbiri Women's Yawulya Ceremonies, A 
Forum for Socialization and Innovation, Australian National University, Canberra, 1988. 
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Kngwarreye's awelye. Their presence in the painting inscribes the artist's ownership 
of the image and the knowledge it represents, and has a similar identificatory function 
to a European artist's signature on the exterior of an artwork. In fact, one method of 
approaching Kngwarreye's art is to consider all of her work as a serial reconfiguration 
of her ideogrammatic signature. Each new style conveys an alternate way of 
conveying, "This is me". (Her possible motivations for doing this are considered in 
more depth in Chapter Two.) 
Wild Orange Dreaming (1989) [Figure 6] is a further example of Kngwarreye's 
innovative use of awelye iconography. The lines are more schematic and the colours 
more dissociated from "earthy' tones, but the image derives from the same basic 
motifs as those used in the paintings just mentioned. These four paintings collectively 
map Kngwarreye's propensity to manipulate and renegotiate established iconography. 
They also register how varying signs of awelye ceremony unite all of Kngwarreye's 
early work, and arguably form an iconographic template for her later, more reductive, 
phases of painting. 
The 'recognition game' in Kngwarreye's art is a visual tease that continues throughout 
her painting career. Distance and proximity work together to capture and confrol the 
gaze. In Ntange Dreaming elements of the painting are brought close to the surface of 
recognition, and then concealed beneath layers of overpainting and busy activity of 
colour. Audiences are literally drawn close to the painting to discern particular 
elements, but must move back to regain the overall coherence of the image.^ A similar 
visual effect is evident in Kandinsky's Composition V. In this latter painting, lines 
pick out recognisable objects, but these objects then disappear beneath ambiguous 
formations of colour. Like KJngwarreye, Kandinsky teases various elements in and out 
of recognition. There are no ready givens in either of these paintings, and audiences 
are challenged to "work it out' 
The tease with recognised form in both modernist abstraction and Kngwarreye's art is 
enhanced by the absence of a privileged or fixed viewing point. The majority of 
^ This tendency to move close towards the image, and then step back from the painting, was noted by 
the author during the course of the Queensland Art Gallery's Kngwarreye retrospective exhibition. It 
was particularly evident with Ntange Dreaming. Although such behaviour is not unusual, it was quite 
pronounced in front of this painting and other early works where detailed iconography submerges 
beneath other over-painting. 
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Kngwarreye's artworks and modernist abstract paintings lack figure/ground 
distinction, forcing the elements of the image to appear floating in an indeterminate 
space. It is extremely difficult to distinguish a background in Ntange Dreaming, or 
whether there are elements of the image that are not figures. Even in paintings where 
an earlier layer of painting shows through, such as Untitled (Country with Emu 
Tracking) [Figure 5], the background appears more as an infinite depth of space than 
as a perceivable groimd. 
A lack of figure/ground distinction is particularly obvious in a series of canvases and 
boards produced by Kngwarreye around the same time as Ntange Dreaming. This 
series is commonly referred to as "seed paintings' because they are thought to 
resemble woollybutt grass seeds found in Utopia country. So-called 'seed paintings', 
such as Awelye (1989/90) [Figure 7], are built up in layers from a black or dark grey 
background. A looping skein of thickly painted lines is almost entirely obscured by a 
tightly packed field of large dots with smaller dots in their centre. This last layer is 
painted with an even distribution of three colours - red ochre, black, and white. 
The optical vibrancy of the field of dots and dispersion of colour generates a sense of 
movement and a considerable degree of visual instability. The mass of dots within 
dots provides no particular point of focus within the image, or in other words, there is 
no privileged locus for attention. Viewing the work in either a landscape or portrait 
format offers little difference to perception of the image. For non-indigenous 
audiences, this uncertain visual perspective reinforces the disorientation occasioned 
by a familiar modernist aesthetic couched in unfamiliar contexts. Kngwarreye does 
not intend any reference to modernism, but making whitefella audiences feel 
somewhat 'ungrounded' may well be intended. 
The ungrounded effect in Kngwarreye's art is reinforced by an emphatically even 
distribution of pictorial elements, such as in the seed paintings and Ntange Dreaming. 
An even balance of elements throughout the image creates the effect of a 'general 
field', rather than a composition of parts. The field effect virtually extends perception 
* A photograph of woolly-butt seeds appears next to a reproduction of one of the "seed painting' series 
in die catalogue of Kngwarreye's refrospective exhibition. M. Neale, et.al., Emily Kame Kngwarreye -
Alhalkere - Paintings from Utopia, (ed.), [ex. cat.], J. Zimmer, (ed.), Queensland Art Gallery in 
association with Macmillian Publishers, Brisbane and Melbourne, 1998, p. 21. 
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of the image beyond the limits of the canvas and engenders a sense of continuity 
beyond the frame. Audiences gain the impression that they have access to only a 
glimpse of a wider picture. Kngwarreye's art reaches a high point of this field effect in 
the two-year period of 1990 and 1991. The dotting technique becomes all consuming 
and busier. Paintings such as My country Alhalkere (1991) [Figure 8], consist entirely 
of an extensive field of dots modulated only by colour variation. This aesthetic also 
finds resonance with developments in modernist absfraction, particularly in the 
colour-field paintings of Jules OUtski [b. 1922], or other 'all-over paintings' such as 
the simulated 'ground paintings' of Jean Dubuffet [1901-85], called Texturologies.^ 
These latter modernists sought to expand visual perception by minimising points of 
anchorage in the image. 
A lack of specific visual orientation is typical of Kngwarreye's art. Her method has 
origins in both fraditional approaches to image-making and mark-making, but also 
derives from her background in batik production (discussed later in this chapter). 
Traditional methods of mark-making include painting designs directly onto the body 
in preparation for ceremony, as well as the practice of sand stories where sequences of 
a story are drawn in overlaid stages directly in the sand.'° Spectators sit in a circle 
around the sand story image, with several people often contributing to the image at 
various stages of the story. A fixed visual orientation is pointless in either of these 
cases. 
For non-indigenous audiences this insecure visual orientation substantially encourages 
an uncertain reception of the art. This is evident even in fundamental aspects of how 
the artworks are presented to the public. Exhibitors of Kngwarreye's art often claim 
that the paintings can be hung in any format because no particular perspective is 
required in viewing the paintings.'' (The artist is not documented as having 
commented on the display and presentation of her art, however she visited numerous 
exhibitions of her work without apparent complaint.) Awareness that an artwork's 
' A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, op. cit., p. 124. Moszynska claims that Dubufifet's Texturologies series 
"attempted to recreate the appearance and conposition of the groimd when seen from a height" It is 
interesting that Kngwarreye's paintings are often said to represent the same appearance, although the 
artist herself only ever claimed to be painting her Coimtry, and not specifically an aerial view of 
Country. 
'" N. Muim, Walbiri Iconography, op. cit. 
" "Curatorial Note" in Emily Kame Kngwarreye - Alhalkere - Paintings from Utopia,[ex. cat.], op. cit., 
p. 62. 
Figure 7. 
Figure 8. 
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visual orientation is arbifrary must shape attitudes regarding the meaning of the 
artwork to some degree. Meaning will be perceived with less certainty than in cases 
where there is a "correct way' to view the work. 
Kngwarreye's physical method of painting also contributes to this effect of an 
uncertain and unstable perspective. In common with most Aboriginal painters from 
Cenfral Ausfralia, Kngwarreye does not stand as she paints but sits in a cross-legged 
position around or on the canvas. The painting is turned to suit her reach, or with 
large works Kngwarreye sits on top of different areas of the canvas. This clearly 
involves no constant perspective, but rather a constantly changing perspective as the 
artist moves around the canvas. Very few (if any) modernist absfract painters work in 
this manner as most are easel painters. However, Kngwarreye's method of painting is 
often aligned with Jackson Pollock's [1912-56] inclination to paint whilst standing 
over a canvas placed flat on the ground. Pollock usually throws or splashes paint 
across the surface, but Kngwarreye is seated on the canvas with little room to actually 
throw paint. There is thus more sense of confrol with Kngwarreye's shifting 
perspectives than Pollock's, but both artists nevertheless share an inclination towards 
constantly shifting perspectives. 
A technique of formless, or "all-over' painting, is not unique to Kngwarreye in terms 
of Desert Painting. Several artists from the early period of Desert Painting also 
employ this aesthetic. In his essay on Kngwarreye's art, Roger Benjamin notes that 
all-over painting produced during the 1980s by Cenfral Ausfralian artists such as Old 
Mick Namarari Tjapaltjari [c. 1916-98] and Maxie Tjampitjinpa [1945-1997] precede 
1 ^ 
Kngwarreye's examples. Benjamin distinguishes Kngwarreye's contribution in that 
she "paints "all-over' with greater consistency and single-mindedness" ^'^ This "all-
over' aesthetic conveys an effect of decenfredness, as Benjamin implies in the 
following quote: 
Rather than applying dot marks according to precise regulated patterns in one 
'^ Kngwarreye's artistic techniques are well documented in mmierous video recordings used by art 
dealers to authenticate authorship, and to promote Kngwarreye's "unusual' approach to painting. One 
such video recording made in 1993 by a relative of Kngwarreye's, (and art dealer), covers an extensive 
passage of time during which Kngwarreye completes a six-piece work whilst sitting on the ground and 
turning the canvas as she paints. F. Torres, personal video recording taken at Alice Springs, 1993. 
'^  R. Benjamin "A New Modernist Hero", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 48. 
'" Ibid. 
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plane (as was the norm in 1980s Papimya painting) she sfrewed an infinity of 
dots, smaller often superimposed over larger, across her canvases. The result 
was a kind of absfraction in which Kngwarreye's canvas has no evident visual 
cenfre, few points of specific emphasis, and no comers - excepts those 
provided by the physical limits of the imstretched rectangular cloth.'^ 
Benjamin's observations raise one of the key paradoxes evident in discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art. Despite seeming decentred and "ungrounded', Kngwarreye's art is 
constantly noted for its sense of coherence. The paintings seem to perpetually evoke a 
sense of amorphous coherence, and thus present themselves as uncertain signs, but 
signs nevertheless. This is to say that despite its enigmatic tenor, the art is rarely 
considered meaningless.'^ 
The vague visual orientation in Kngwarreye's art shifts the anchorage of meaning 
more firmly beyond the image. Audiences cannot feel anchored in relationship to the 
image to the same degree as with art derived from Renaissance perspective painting 
employing a fixed vantage point. Paintings such as Ntange Dreaming position 
spectators in a virtual 'no-place', and this effectively intensifies a need for contexts or 
anchors 'beyond the image'. As previously mentioned, whitefella audiences are 
arguably encouraged to feel ungrounded by Kngwarreye's paintings as their sense of 
certainty is challenged in a number of ways. There is also awareness that these 
paintings offer only visual exfracts from a more complex and multi-dimensional 
cultural narrative. 
Yet paying heed to contexts of Kngwarreye's art does not alleviate the sense of 
disorientation, and the enigma only deepens. Very little of Aboriginal culture is 
understood by the general population of Australia, with the most familiar contexts 
being those of the fraught political negotiations over Aboriginal land claims. This 
political profile of Aboriginality leads audiences to another virtual "no-place' because 
of prevailing uncertainty regarding Aboriginal land rights. No formalised agreements 
regarding these matters have been achieved to date, and the matter remains in a state 
of confused political stall. (The following chapter takes up this political context in 
relationship to reception and recognition of Kngwarreye's art.) Contemporary 
" R. Benjamin, "A New Modernist Hero", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 48. 
'* The following chapter examines various meanings attributed to Kngwarreye's paintings in detail. 
16 
discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art is always subject to this political filter, and is 
thus always inflected with this prolonged political uncertainty. 
Parallels with modernist absfraction are not unique to Kngwarreye's art in the 
contexts of Desert Painting. Her art simply exacerbates an inherent feature of all 
Desert Painting. Desert Painting has been referred to as "a kind of absfraction" (using 
Benjamin's words) since its inception, but Kngwarreye's art radicaUses the 
resemblance. Kngwarreye is clearly attentive of her predecessors who initiate acryhc 
painting at the Papunya community (the community where the Desert Painting 
movement began). Visual analogies between paintings such as Old Mick Namarari 
Tjapaltjari's Wallaby Dreaming (1982) [Figure 9], and Kngwarreye's seed paintings, 
attest to this influence. Both appear motivated by a desire to blanket the image with an 
energised field of dots, using repetitive colour contrast to establish a sense of rhythm. 
The colour scheme and field of dots technique is almost identical, although 
Kngwarreye employs a slightly different manner of superimposing dots. 
Long distances separate communities in Cenfral Australia, but the Aboriginal 
population nevertheless maintains a high degree of contact. It would have been 
virtually impossible for Kngwarreye to remain unaware of the remarkable 
17 
developments of Papunya painting. Beyond this, community arts advisors would 
almost certainly have used reproductions of Papunya paintings as examples of 
'successful' acrylic techniques. The Papunya fradition is a familiar aesthetic to 
Ausfralian art audiences in the late 1980s and is also, by this time, a 'fraditional' 
aspect of Kngwarreye's culture. 
The Papunya Tradition 
'Traditional' aspects of Desert Painting are usually considered in terms of how the 
paintings derive from ancient cultural fraditions of Aboriginal communities in Cenfral 
Australia, which of course they do. However, the first acrylic painters in the Papunya 
community initiate a new fradition that creates fresh awareness of Aboriginal culture 
" A comprehensive account of the origin and development of Papunya acrylic painting is covered in 
the exhibition catalogue, Papunya Tula Genesis and Genius, H. Perkins, & H. Fink, (eds.), [ex. cat.]. 
Art Gallery of New South Wales in association with Papunya Tula Artists Association, Sydney, 
N.S.W., 2000. 
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throughout Ausfralia and overseas. This new tradition is undoubtedly a significant 
influence on Kngwarreye's art, as well as her audience. Papunya painting has a history 
of some twenty years before Kngwarreye begins acrylic painting, and audiences are 
well familiar with "ground paintings on canvas' by the time her first artworks appear 
in mefropolitan galleries in 1989.'^ 
When Papunya paintings first attract serious art market attention they are perceived as 
something of an exotic corollary of modernist abstraction.'^ Recent critical discourse 
identifies this occurrence as "misrecognition', but efforts to redress the error have 
arguably overshot the mark. There are similarities between Desert Painters and 
modernist absfractionists that deserve consideration. Desert Painters and early 
modernist artists both take up a challenge to invent new modes of aesthetic credibility. 
Furthermore, both groups of artists experience unprecedented demands on their 
respective visual cultures and confront circumstances that redefine the very nature of 
that visual culture. 
For Desert Painters, the challenge is to create a dualistic aesthetic that holds both the 
whitefella and blackfella gaze at once. They are caught in two-way fraffic that 
demands an entirely new register of credibility. On the other hand, modernist artists 
are challenged by the advent of what Walter Benjamin calls the "Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction' °^ (As is commonly acknowledged, Art must redefine itself when 
Photography becomes the standard means of recording Nature, bringing absfract art 
into vogue.) Artists experiencing a new era of the mechanical age are impelled to 
renegotiate their cultural credibility, just as Desert Painters must also renegotiate their 
cultural credibility a century or so later. 
It is perhaps the requirement for innovation and improvisation that is most in common 
between these two historically removed groups of artists. A spirit of innovation 
" Ground paintings are designs created in the earth that are used as the cenfrepiece for ceremonies. 
These designs frequently form the basis of designs in acrylic paintings. 
' ' Fred Myers claims that "a modernist style of exhibition began to emerge" around this time, although 
Viven Johnson also argues that many of the notable Papunya Tula painters "were sfrongly influenced 
by the emerging contemporary art market's preference for painterliness and a degree of absfraction in 
the imagery". F. R. Myers, "In Sacred Trust, Building the Papunya Tula market", Papunya Tula 
Genesis and Genius, ibid., p. 243. V. Johnson, "Seeing is Believing, A brief history of Papunya Tula 
Artists 1971-2000", Papunya Tula Genesis and Genius, [ex. cat.], ibid., p. 195. 
^^  This is the 'Age' that Walter Benjamin describes as invoking art's loss of aura. W. Benjamin, "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction", op. cit. 
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categorically defines modernist art, but the innovative and improvisational aspects of 
Desert Painting are often overlooked by concerns with how the art is anchored in 
'ancient' cultural fraditions. Desert Painting is outstanding for its improvisational 
quality, and for its capacity to maintain credibility with existing traditions despite its 
obvious novelty. The driving motivation behind Papunya painting seems intent on 
creating a credible aesthetic for audiences both within and beyond the Cenfral 
Ausfralian Aboriginal community. This pronounced audience diversity underwrites 
the cultural complexity of the art. 
The extent of this innovative leap is illusfrated in an acrylic painting by one of the 
original Papunya painters, Turkey Tolson Tjuppurrula [b. c. 1938]. Tolson's Honey 
Ants Come to Papunya (1974) [Figure 10] maps the transition from fraditional ground 
paintings to acrylic painting. Tolson experiments with a degree of three-
dimensionality in this painting by depicting the ceremonial pole coming out of the 
ground at an angle. The transformation from ground painting in real space to groimd 
painting in two-dimensional pictorial space accentuates the cultural latitude required 
to renegotiate familiar contexts with imfamiliar methods. 
A collection of early Papunya boards purchased by the National Gallery of Australia 
in 1998 (the Peter Fannin Collection) conveys a summary statement of the immediacy 
and improvisational boldness of this unique period of Art History. The artworks are 
painted on disused materials such as oddly-shaped pieces of board, door panels and 
linoleum. Ground painting designs are reconfigured to organically fill whatever 
surface is available, and include experimental combinations of abstract and figurative 
representation. This collection of paintings is astounding for how closely it resembles 
early modernist absfraction, but it is equally astounding in terms of the conceptual 
ingenuity that can fransform ceremonial ground paintings into a performance of 
acrylic paint on board. 
The extent to which these early Papunya painters regarded their work as innovative is 
illustrated in one of its earhest examples. Untitled (1971) [Figure 11] is painted by 
Kaapa Mbitjana Tjampitjinpa [c. 1920-89], who was a respected elder of the Papunya 
'^ Traditional groimd paintings are designs shaped into the ground using sand, coloured ochres and 
other natural materials, and are created for ceremonial purposes. 
^^  H. Perkins and H. Fink, (eds.), Papunya Tula Genesis and Genius,[e\. cat.], op. cit, p. 312. 
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community and one of its leading figures in the acrylic painting movement. In this 
very early example of Papunya painting, Kaapa Tjampitjinpa adopts the vibrant 
palette of synthetic paints (bright yellow, blue and crimson) to recast elements of 
confrast and rhythm characteristic of fraditional iconography. The painting is 
composed of a not quite three-dimensional representation of dancers around a groimd 
painting on the right, juxtaposed with two-dimensional design elements on the left. 
The connection between these two perspectives is made obvious by the element at the 
bottom right of the painting. Here ceremonial poles rise out of the ground at an angle 
evoking a sense of three-dimensionality, but they emerge out of a flat two-
dimensional design. 
This painting is virtually a visual instruction in what Papunya painters are attempting 
to achieve. The fraditional ceremonial performance (figuratively or literally 
represented on the right) is juxtaposed with its two-dimensional counterpart on the 
left. This painting could be considered as a step-by-step guide to instruct whitefellas 
in how to read Papunya painting's innovative cross-cultural art. Vivien Johnson 
describes this painting as characteristic of Kaapa Tjampitjinpa's "audacious 
individuality", and so it is.^ ^ The very same term is subsequently applied to 
Kngwarreye, but with little acknowledgement that her 'modernist genius' might be 
largely indebted to a fradition of innovative prodigy much closer to home. 
Another interesting area of similarity between Desert Painting and modernist 
abstraction is a shared concern to visually convey a sense of rhythm. This is one of the 
sfrongest links between Kngwarreye's art and modernist absfraction. Anna 
Moszynska's survey text on Abstract Art describes how early modernist artists 
attempt to expand the limits of art by seeking visual embodiment of phenomena not 
readily associated with visual art, such as movement and sound. '^' Modernist artists 
also aspire to create absfract images offering multi-sensory experiences, or an effect of 
simultaneity (for example, perceiving a sense of sound and movement together in 
looking at a painting). 
^^  V. Johnson, Dreamings of the Desert, Aboriginal dot paintings of the Western Desert, [ex. cat.], Art 
Gallery of South Ausfralia, Adelaide, 1996, p. 19. 
^* A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, op. cit. 
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Conveying a temporal dimension of visual art becomes very significant, and 
Moszynska explains how artists are particularly concerned with conveying a time 
element as a spatial element.^ ^ These early absfract artists are not concerned so much 
with a representation of time, as wanting to achieve a visual experience of time. This 
concern for visual experience beyond visual representation marks another area in 
common between Desert Painting and modernist absfraction. 
Moszynska explains how early experiments with absfraction aim to abandon the 
fraditional task of representation, but in so doing the role of structure becomes crucial. 
Absfract images still require a visual logic and a sense of order and composition, and 
artists turn to the abstract form of musical rhythm for inspiration. Rhythm offers a 
useful but absfract logic for perceiving visual imagery. Moszynska particularly refers 
to Frantisek Kupka's [1871-1957] comment on "the significance of the canvas 
rhythm", and his belief that rhythm is the guiding impulse of an artwork and the 
quality that unites different elements (thus offering an effect of simultaneity).^^ 
The organisation of space using repetitive intervals of colour and absfract forms sets 
up a sense of rhythm in works such as Delaunay's aforementioned Electric Prisms 
and Kandinsky's Composition VL In their pursuit of conveying rhythm, it is not 
surprising that these early modernists looked to so-called primitive arts for inspiration. 
(Artists such as Paul Klee [1879-1940] and Pablo Picasso [1881-1973] are widely 
acknowledged collectors of Iberian, Afiican and some Ausfralian indigenous art.) A 
sense of rhythm is regarded as a defining feature of many indigenous cultures because 
it is the matrix of ceremonial and ritualistic practices. 
Concepts of multi-dimensional aesthetic experience, or synthesism, are inherent to 
Aboriginal culture as all aspects of cultural practice, such as song, dance, painting, 
story-teUing, etc., are considered part of the same 'performance' and are not regarded 
as autonomous domains of culture as such. Nancy Munn's study of Warlpiri 
iconography (the Warlpiri are an Aboriginal language group whose Country is 
adjacent to Utopia) emphasises this point with regards to visual symbols that are used 
in conjunction with Warlpiri song, dance, and story-telling.^^ In this context mark-
^^  A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, op. cit., p. 39. 
*^ Ibid., p. 42. 
" N. Munn, Walbiri Iconography, op. cit., p. 58. 
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making often takes on a physiological resonance in addition to an optical resonance. 
The rhythmic application of marks is part of the performance, and is invested with the 
same physiological connotations of rhythm as with music, song, clapping, dance, etc. 
A concern with rhythm is clearly evident in early Papunya paintings such as Johnny 
Warangkula Tjupurrula^s [1932-2000] Carpet Snake (c.l974) [Figure 12]. 
Warangkula is particularly adept at creating a sense of movement through flows of 
dots and passages of colour. Individual dots are arranged in rhythmic flowing grids, 
but are further framed by the rhythmic flow of colour. Kngwarreye is arguably 
Warangkula's finest disciple in this regard, although the art of Kathleen Petyarre [b. 
c. 1930], Kngwarreye's niece, conveys a more subtle expression of this rhythmic style 
of dot painting. Petyarre's paintings are often structured around a vortex that seems to 
propel drifts of rhythm around the canvas. They are the gossamer version of 
Kngwarreye's field of dots. 
Ntange Dreaming illusfrates Kngwarreye's preoccupation with a sense of rhythm. The 
staccato application of red dots on white lines particularly drives the eye around the 
canvas along wavy paths. With Kngwarreye's art the rhythmic sensation is often 
dense and congested a 'high-density' rhythm perhaps. The rhythmic effect is even 
more pronounced in paintings such as Alhalkere Suite (1993) [Figure 13] where the 
artist changes from a technique of applying separate dots to a method better described 
as a pulse. Here Kngwarreye drags the brush between applying pressure for each dot, 
and the rhythm of her brushwork becomes more flowing and pronounced. This 
particular aspect of Kngwarreye's painting is often called her "string of pearls' style 
because of the sfrand-effect of a run-on of dots. 
Rhythm and colour combine to form the guiding impulse of Kngwarreye's art at this 
time. Paintings such as Untitled (\992) [Figure 14] could easily be considered as 
belonging to the same hand that produced Electric Prism. In 1994 Kngwarreye begins 
a new phase of painting that relies on repetitive parallel lines, such as those included 
in Utopia panels (1996) [Figure 15]. These lines are so simply and boldly executed 
that they energise the negative spaces of the image and render the sense of rhythm 
even more acutely, hi effect, there is little else but rhythm in these line paintings. 
Figure 12. 
Figure 13. 
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Kngwarreye's line paintings are supreme expressions of blunt contrast, and have a 
minimalist plus-minus effect similar to the so-called "plus-minus' abstract paintings 
of Piet Mondrian [1872-1944]. There are obviously very different motivations driving 
Mondrian and Kngwarreye in their respective uses of a linear minimalism. Mondrian 
seeks neufralisation of the act of representation, but one wonders if Kngwarreye is 
also attempting to neutralise something. Her line paintings appear so unaffected that 
they render themselves difficult to 'recognise' The push-pull momentum of her art is 
extreme in these paintings, creating a silence that is ahnost palpable. 
The counterpoint to Kngwarreye's seeming artlessness is the visual coherence of her 
art. Desert Painting in general is characterised by tight composition and a formal 
legibility, and this is perhaps why the art has survived the vagaries of the art market 
thus far. Non-indigenous audiences may not entirely understand the nature of the sign, 
but they at least perceive a certain consistency and coherence. In a catalogue essay for 
the exhibition, Dreamings of the Desert, Aboriginal dot paintings of the Western 
Desert, Vivien Johnson makes a point regarding the development of Papimya painting 
that might assist in understanding why an expression of coherence is so emphatic in 
Desert Painting. The point is also worthy of consideration in terms of Kngwarreye's 
perceived coherence. Johnson suggests that early Papunya painting is motivated by a 
desire to re-define cultural difference between the various language groups who were 
coerced into relocating to Papunya. (Aboriginal communities from outlying areas of 
the Western Desert were removed from their own land and 'cenfralised' at the 
Papunya settlement west of Alice Springs during the 1960s.) 
In this sense, resettlement to Papunya contributes to a concenfration of cultural 
difference and a stimulus for renewed artistic definition. There is no suggestion by 
Johnson that Papunya is in any way a successful social experiment, but simply that the 
compression of different cultural identities into one area provokes redefinition of their 
individual cultural identities. Johnson claims that "the ritual knowledge of Aboriginal 
language groups was more fragmented than in pre-contact days, but it was also 
enlarged and broadened by their experiences of the ceremonial practices and beliefs of 
other groups" The point here is that the acrylic painting initiative arguably offers a 
new opportunity for defining cultural difference between people who are forced 
28 V. Johnson, Dreamings of the Desert, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 22. 
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together into a single community, when they have never considered themselves as a 
single community at all. The Papunya project is an abject failure as a social 
experiment, and one of the main aims of early Papunya painting is perhaps to 
illustrate why any such amalgamation will always fail. In the event of being freated as 
an amorphous group of 'Aborigines', the various language groups strive to create a 
coherent image of their kinship difference via the medium of acryhc painting. In this 
way they resist an Aboriginal homogeneity forced upon them by outsiders. 
Kngwarreye does not experience relocation to Papunya, but her people do experience 
dispossession of their land, and are required to legally demonsfrate a coherent image 
of their cultural identity in order to obtain legal title of the land (as discussed in 
Chapter Two). Kngwarreye is directly involved in this process of giving evidence, and 
she is also one of the first women to begin acrylic painting in her community. 
Women's business (body painting, song and dance) is performed as legal evidence of 
the spiritual and cultural connections to Country. (Utopia women were the first 
Aboriginal women to give evidence in land claims^^). Representation of women's 
business also becomes an important concern for Desert Painting. In terms of 
Aboriginal rites and ceremonies, the two genders are relatively autonomous and like 
most cultures they are also quite competitive.'''^  This provides a sfrong imperative to 
establish a coherent imprint of 'women's business' in the domain of Desert Painting. 
When Kngwarreye's acrylic paintings first appear in metropolitan art galleries they 
present a sensational visual introduction to Aboriginal women's business in Cenfral 
Australia. The story of the artist's path to an acrylic painting career at the approximate 
age of seventy-nine is a further episode in the coincident encounter of the familiar and 
unfamiliar. 
Batiks & Modernism 
Introduction of the South-east Asian fabric-painting technique of batik to the Utopia 
^' M. Rowell, "Women and Land Claims in the Northern Territory", Aborigines, Land, and Land 
Rights, N. Peterson & M. Langton, (eds.), Ausfralian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1983, 
pp: 256-267. 
^^  'Women's business is a term conventionally attributed to that domain of Aboriginal experience that 
specifically pertains to women, and is regarded as discrete to that of 'men's business'. D. Bell, Men's 
business, women's business: the spiritual role of gender in the world's oldest culture. Inner Traditions, 
Vermont, U.S.A., c. 1998. 
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community in the 1970s coincides with efforts to translate Aboriginal iconography 
into a modernist design aesthetic. The batik method and a modernist design aesthetic 
are two significant cross-currents in the development of Kngwarreye's art. If 
Kngwarreye's art is to be considered contemporary art, one of the reasons is because it 
is inextricably a product of existent cultural exchange in Cenfral Ausfralia at the time. 
Women of the Utopia community first encounter a systematic approach to the batik 
method in 1977. ^ ' Yipati Williams, a Pitjantjatjara woman, and a non-indigenous art 
instructor, Suzie Bryce, are commissioned to instruct community members in arts and 
crafts techniques by the Institute of Aboriginal Development (LAD). Both women had 
previously conducted successful arts and crafts programs at other remote Cenfral 
Australian Aboriginal communities, such as Emabella (a community several hundred 
kilometres south-west of Alice Springs). 
The IAD was a federal agency responsible for initiating projects to support indigenous 
adult education and cultural development during the 1970s. Their primary function 
was to assist Northern Territory Aboriginal communities in the process of 
reoccupying their traditional lands. Such initiatives were directly attributable to Prime 
Minister Gough Whitlam's Federal Labor Government, who achieved office in 1972. 
Labor's official policies on social justice and human rights for indigenous Ausfralians 
were radical for the time, and significantly redirected the course of Ausfralian cultural 
politics. ^^  These political initiatives directly impact on Cenfral Australian Aboriginal 
communities, not the least by infroducing modem methods of art and craft production 
and marketing. 
The Utopia women and their art advisors do not originally conceive batik-making as a 
method of producing fine art, and attempts to promote batik specifically within the 
fine-art market do not occur until some years later. Central Ausfralian publications of 
the time (and documented comments by advisors) suggest that batik and other forms 
of textile production, such as lino-print and silk-screen printing, have a complex role 
'^When batik-making workshops were infroduced to Utopia only one male participated. A 
comprehensive account of the inttoduction of batiks is provided in M. Boulter, The Art of Utopia, 
op. cit. 
'^  The issue of Aboriginal Land Rights in the 1970s and 1980s is discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Two. 
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in the socio-cultural dynamics of local Aboriginal communities.^^ Apart from 
providing a commodity, the batiks act as cultural archives, visual communication, and 
expressions of political resistance. The ambiguous and enigmatic status of these 
cultural objects ultimately fransfers to Kngwarreye's later acrylic paintings and 
underwrites the enigmatic aesthetic of her art. 
The original function of these batiks is as commodity. Hand-crafted textiles are 
introduced to Cenfral Australian Aboriginal communities such as Utopia in the hope 
of offering a means for economic self-sufficiency. Local publications of the time, such 
as Aboriginal News and Aboriginal Employment News, are enthusiastic about the new 
ventures and promote the production of Aboriginal-designed fabrics for Ausfralian 
and international clothing and furnishing markets. Aboriginal art producers attract 
praise for forging commercial associations with leading figures in the Melbourne and 
Sydney high fashion market, such as Jenny Kee and Linda Jackson.^ "* 
On arrival at Utopia in 1978 the arts advisor, Julia Murray, shows community 
members examples of fabric designs popular with contemporary metropolitan 
markets. Bold, colourful, absfract designs are very much in vogue. The design 
aesthetic popular during the 1970s in Ausfralia derives from modernist absfract art, 
with its use of sfrong simple lines and Delauney-esque pure colours. (Delaunay was a 
noted textile designer in addition to producing paintings), fronically, this modernist 
design aesthetic is partially indebted to early modernism's close scrutiny of the 
iconography of indigenous cultures, including Aboriginal culture. The basic visual 
elements of these introduced textile designs thus must have a sfrange familiarity for 
the Aboriginal communities, and it should be little surprise that Aboriginal artists so 
readily create an aesthetic suited to contemporary art and textile tastes! 
In addition to this economic function, textile production in Aboriginal communities 
becomes a means of preserving and recording aspects of fraditional Aboriginal 
culttire. During the 1970s and 1980s there was a concerted effort by anthropologists 
^^  Aboriginal News, published in Alice Springs, was one of the main publications covering 
developments in commercial initiatives in Cenfral Ausfralia such as textile production. 
^""Aboriginal artists enjoy thefr talents". Aboriginal Employment News, March 1984, Volume 3, 
pp: 8-9. 
'^Murray joined tiie linguist, Jenny Green, at Utopia. Green had afready initiated a number of adult 
education workshops before Murray's arrival. M. Boulter, The Art of Utopia, op. cit., pp: 24-27. 
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and linguists to retrieve tangible evidence of Aboriginal languages, rituals, and 
cultural habits almost extinguished by the experience of colonisation.^^ Kngwarreye is 
among senior Aboriginal people at Utopia encouraged to recall their personal histories 
by performing fraditional story-telling, song, dance and visual aspects of culture such 
as body painting and sand-stories.^^ This cultural recording effort coincides with the 
infroduction of batik production in Utopia, and the batiks serve as both commodities 
and a means for visually recording Dreamings and cultural iconography. 
Consideration of three batiks produced by Kngwarreye in 1981 provide insight into 
how the dual functions of cultural recording and textile commodity combine in 
developments of Kngwarreye's aesthetic. On the one hand, the production of fabric 
decoration requires ongoing repetitive design elements, or a continuous aesthetic 
lacking any sense of closure. On the other hand, the batiks' status as record requires a 
coherent image of cultural identity, or some form of summary statement about 
Anmatyerre/Alywarre distinctiveness. If Kngwarreye's aesthetic is characterised by a 
paradoxical amorphous coherence, it is perhaps partly encouraged by these coincident 
functions of decoration and record. 
All three batiks under consideration are produced using cotton fabric, as was the case 
in these early years before the introduction of the more expensive silk material. 
Untitled (Yam) (1981) [Figure 16] is a monochromatic batik dyed twice to achieve 
two shades of colour. Kngwarreye employs the fraditional Aboriginal dot and line 
method of illustration to scatter yam motifs across the batik surface. Apphed with a 
brush, the yam motifs are quite freely drawn with dots and zigzag lines energising and 
filhng the space between the motifs. After the first dye-bath, Kngwarreye paints over 
the original wax lines in some places and fills vacant areas with dots. 
There is little consistency in how the yam motifs are drawn, as they have anything 
from no lines at all, to five lines radiating out from the circle, and any number of dots 
within the circle. Precision is obviously not a concern here, although the manner in 
which Kngwarreye re-draws some lines suggests that clarity is important. The lack of 
consistency between the various elements demonsfrates how the batiks lie mid-way 
'* One such study conducted at Utopia is detailed in R. M. Moyle, Alywarra Music Songs and Society 
in a Central Australian community, Ausfralian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1986. 
'^A. M. Brody, Utopia A Picture Story, op. cit., p. 17. 
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between fabric design and a one-off artwork. There is no sustained repetition of 
motifs as required by fabric design, but nor is there a sense of producing 'an image' 
In keeping with what is required of batik in Utopia at the time, they strive to be both 
image and design at once. The overall design of this batik is executed with a very 
sfrong, free-hand brush technique that would be called expressionistic in western 
artistic terms. However, it is also in standing with the free-flowing gestural technique 
used in Aboriginal sand-stories. 
The second batik, titled For Linda (Length of fabric) (1981) [Figure 17], exhibits the 
same freedom of expression but is executed in a style more in tune with western floral 
conventions of fabric design. Again, Kngwarreye crowds the surface with lines and 
dots, but the method is more exploratory and 'accidental' as a myriad of botanical 
elements crowd over each other, often dissolving into a decoratively absfract play of 
brushwork. No areas are left un-worked and each successive layer deepens the skein 
of lines creating the design. This early batik illustrates the exfraordinary capacity of 
Kngwarreye's artwork to appear totally random, unconfroUed, or even wild, and yet 
retain a sophisticated balance and harmony that could not possibly be "accidental' 
This is evident in subsequent instances when Kngwarreye executes exfremely large 
canvases such as Big Yam Dreaming (1995) [Figure 18] without any preliminary 
drawings, and painted with the artist sitting on the canvas and unable to see the full 
expanse of the canvas. The aesthetic of complex overlaying in For Linda is also 
echoed in Ntange Dreaming, and remains a persistent feature of Kngwarreye's art. 
The connection between Kngwarreye's batik aesthetic and that of her acrylic painting 
styles is most apparent in the similarities between the third batik from 1981, Length of 
Fabric (1981) [Figure 19] and Ntange Dreaming. This batik is an exfraordinary 
composition produced using both a brush and tjanting (a tool used to dribble fine 
streams of molten wax onto the surface to create intricate and more confroUed line-
work). It is dyed in three baths comprising yellow, red, and a darker shade of 
brownish-purple; a colour scheme almost identical to that of Ntange Dreaming. In 
Length of Fabric Kngwarreye gives full vent to filling space with a congestion of 
overlaid designs and grids of lines. However, it is the paradoxical effect of confroUed 
abandon that is most compelling in this composition. There appears to be no 
Figure 16. 
Figure 17 
Figure 19. 
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controlling order governing the organic grid of lines, yet the image as a whole 
conveys a sophisticated sense of balance and coherence. 
The optical energy in this batik is as intense as in Ntange Dreaming, yet they are 
created using completely different methods. Kngwarreye is clearly pursuing a 
particular aesthetic and moulding different methods to suit her purposes. Both of 
these artworks rely on a complex build-up of form and colour that does not allow the 
eye to come to rest in any area of the image. This aesthetic mediates form, rather than 
presenting it. There is a sense that the viewer has to earn the ability to recognise 
forms in the image. Kngwarreye does not always adhere to this overlaying aesthetic, 
but it is a key feature of much of her acrylic painting and seems to serve as the 
architecture of a message, or the complex telling of a visual story. As previously 
mentioned, the technique of overlaying and partially erasing images in Aboriginal 
sand stories coincides quite comfortably with how Kngwarreye approaches canvas 
painting. 
A sense of partial concealment, or masking by overlaying elements, is particularly 
evident in both Length of Fabric and Ntange Dreaming. In the batik there is an 
exfraordinary illusion of depth as though a cosmos of signs and motifs lie beneath the 
surface of the image. In Ntange Dreaming the under-layers are more difficult to tease 
out, but come to the surface readily in certain sections, such as the bottom right-hand 
comer of the painting where yellow-ochre lines float in a slightly deeper dimension 
than the dots that superimpose them. 
The optical vitality of these artworks combines with the visual tease of partial 
concealment to create a thoroughly enigmatic aesthetic. The images seduce and 
promise at the same time as they resist and foreclose. The dynamics of this aesthetic 
is reminiscent of that most enigmatic of artworks, the Egyptian pyramid. The latter is 
a grand statement that seduces spectators' curiosity and atfracts the gaze, but its 
content is withheld behind a maze of inner pathways. Kngwarreye also builds 
pyramids. Her artworks are bold seductive statements that promise much, but thwart 
access via a maze of inner pathways. 
Length of Fabric and Ntange Dreaming demonsfrate the optical effect that closely 
resembles the modernist aesthetic of artists such as Delaunay and Kandinsky. 
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Delaunay would also have been pressed to balance an all-over design aesthetic with 
requirements for a coherent image in a painting. In Length of Fabric, one can ahnost 
witness Kngwarreye's struggle to create an aesthetic that convincingly portrays her 
awelye at the same time as it serves as an "all-over' design aesthetic. 
As mentioned, Utopia batiks are understood as both commodities and a method of 
cultural record, but they also assume a political role. One of the ways the batiks 
TO 
engender politics is in the sense of what Terry Smith refers to as "protest craftwork" 
This ideology emerges in Europe and America during the 1960s, and filters through to 
Ausfraha over the following decade. 'Protest craftwork' is a Marxist-inspired concept 
inscribing a labour-based cultural resistance to capitaUst modernity. It positions 
hand-skilled initiatives, such as Utopia Women's Batik, as a form of resistance to a 
so-called Western capitalist hegemony. In this context Utopia batiks become symbohc 
of Aboriginal cultural autonomy and resistance to a modernist incursion on a 
'fraditional' Aboriginal way of life. The irony is, of course, that initiatives such as 
Utopia Women's Batik are largely intended as participation in this hegemony, not as 
resistance to it. 
In his essay pertaining to craft production in the modem and postmodem era, Smith 
acknowledges this irony but argues that any such 'absorption' into the Western 
hegemony can at least create the opportunity for resistance. He writes: 
These efflorescences (of Aboriginal arts & crafts centres) may be the result, 
mostly, of modernity activating one of its others so as it absorb(s) it. But this 
can have the contrary effect of making the activity available for critical or 
resistant usage.'*'' 
Smith is highlighting the unforseen profit of any act of appropriation. The act of 
appropriation means to "make one's own', but in so doing the 'one's own' inherently 
undergoes change itself. This suggests that the appropriation of an Aboriginal 
aesthetic into the canon of Australian art and design irreversibly alters the 
characteristics of the categories. (The infroduction to Andrew Sayers' recently 
'^ T. Smith, "Craft, Modernity, and Postmodemity", Craft & Contemporary Theory, S. Rowley, (ed.), 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1997, p. 24. 
^'Ibid. 
^"Ibid. 
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published historical survey of Ausfralian Art provides evidence of this development. 
The author begins the study with discussion of how Aboriginal art has thoroughly 
problematised the category 'Ausfralian Art' ^') 
The political contexts of Utopia batik that Smith refers to are implied, but become 
more explicit in a major project undertaken by Utopia batik artists in 1988, several 
months prior to when Kngwarreye commences acrylic painting. 1988 is the year when 
Ausfralia celebrates the nation's Bicentenary of settlement. However, the majority of 
the Aboriginal and Torres Sfrait Islander population does not regard it as an occasion 
for celebration. The latter regard the Bicentenary as a cue to collectively voice their 
challenge to the legal and moral bases of European settlement, and to publicly lament 
colonisation's dire impact on their communities. The legal notion that Ausfralia was 
'terra nuUius', (a doctrine of international law whereby a sovereign power acquires 
land by settlement of unoccupied or untended land rather than by freaty or conquest), 
when settlement occurred becomes a particularly volatile issue at this time.^^ In this 
context it is crucial for Aboriginal and Torres Sfrait Islander communities to 
demonsfrate, or prove, their cultural authenticity and the unintermpted continuity of 
that culture. This is largely because continuous ownership of land is one of the points 
of law at issue in Aboriginal land claims. At this time art is widely used as one 
method of demonsfrating a continuous and authentic Aboriginal culture that is 
intrinsically related to specific areas of land. 
When a new arts advisor, Rodney Gooch, arrives in Utopia in 1988, he initiates a 
batik project with a strong political undercurrent. Gooch is appointed by the Cenfral 
Australian Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA), which is an Alice Springs-based 
institution under the control of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission. 
CAAMA's aims reflect those of the IAD, but with greater focus on production and 
promotion of the arts. Gooch s first initiative with the Utopia Batik group calls for 
each of tlie eighty-eight artists involved to batik "their story" as a special joint 
*' A. Sayers, Australian Art. Oxford History of Art Series, Oxford University Press, Oxford U.K., New 
York, 2001, p. 1. 
*^  The role of the concept of the terra nullius within conterr^rary Australian politics and legislation is 
outlined succinctly in P. Patton, "Justifying Aboriginal Rights: A Philosophical Perspective", First 
Peoples Second Chance, The Humanities and Aboriginal Australia, T. Snnith, (ed.). The Australian 
Academy of the Humanities, Canberra, 1999, pp: 63-80. 
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project.'*^ This aim shifts the function of batiks away from fabric design and closer to 
that of a one-off image representing cultural identity. Requesting Aboriginal people to 
"tell their story" in Cenfral Ausfraha at this time can have little but political 
connotations. Gooch s stated aim is to promote a collective Utopia identity, but it also 
provides him with an opportunity to leam more about family connections between 
the various communities who belong to Utopia country. 
The project is called A Picture Story and is sponsored by Heytesbury Holdings. 
Heytesbury is the holding company for a number of enterprises belonging to the 
Robert Holmes a Court Corporation, and owns the largest corporate art collection in 
Australia at the time. Heytesbury invests heavily in A Picture Story and sponsors an 
intemational tour of the batiks, along with an elaborate book with the same title. The 
political symbolism of the batiks is evident in the introduction to this book. Anne 
Marie Brody (the author) writes: 
Whilst the timing of ^  Picture Story was purely co-incidental, the significance 
of the project as a collective statement from a sfrongly fraditional community 
was especially powerful in the context of the Bicentenary. Black Ausfralians 
generally refused to participate in the national celebrations, and instead chose 
the occasion to protest and moum the impact and legacy of two hundred years 
of colonisation.... Whilst A Picture Story had a separate agenda and evolved 
independently of national issues and programs, it nonetheless carried an 
important symbolic message about cultural autonomy and survival.'*'* 
Brody's statement reflects the emphatic value placed on cultural autonomy at this 
time. The "important symbolic message" of Aboriginal art sfrengthens during the 
1990s as political debates regarding indigenous land rights intensify. Details of howyl 
Picture Story changes the course of Utopia Art, and of how it lays the groundwork for 
recognition of Kngwarreye's art, will be taken up in the next chapter. However, within 
the context of this particular discussion regarding aesthetics, A Picture Story is also 
interesting for how it prepares the ground for Kngwarreye's acrylic painting. 
Ambiguous Objects 
*^ The word "Story" as used here refers to the particular Dreamings that identify groups and individuals 
in Aboriginal culture. Anne Marie Brody explains it as "the English term used to refer to their 
(Aboriginal people) vast body of ancestral narratives which collectively represent a history of the 
origins of the continent", A. M. Brody, "Stories", Utopia, A Picture Story, op. cit., p. 16. 
^ A. M. Brody, "Introduction", Utopia, A Picture Story, op. cit., p. 9. 
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Cenfral and Northem Ausfralian Aboriginal communities become a prime site for 
cultural and ideological renewal in Ausfralia in the early 1970s and 1980s. Art 
advisors, volunteers, and educators fravel from mefropolitan areas to contribute to a 
variety of cultural and economic initiatives, and their politics fravels with them. By 
the late 1980s Utopia is one of the key cenfres of this activity, and Kngwarreye's art 
harvests the cross-currents of this situation. 
As previously discussed, Utopia batiks are complex signifiers because of thefr diverse 
functions and heterogeneous origins, but in this regard they differ little from acrylic 
paintings produced in Cenfral Ausfralia at the time. These paintings and textiles are 
produced primarily for the art market, but they also serve numerous other social and 
political purposes. This multi-purpose nature of the artworks results in a pervasive 
ambiguity, or in other words they are unstable objects of discourse. Howard Morphy 
identifies this aspect of Desert Paintings in referring to the artworks as "ambiguous 
objects (that can be) placed in any number of different categories according to 
emphasis" "^^ He argues that, unlike much non-European art, Desert Painting is 
market-orientated from the onset and "missed out on the stage of being primitive art 
altogether and became almost overnight part of Ausfralian contemporary art" '*^  
This is an important point that is largely ignored within much ethnographic rhetoric 
regarding Desert Painting. It is also quite problematic in terms of valuing cultural 
autonomy. Desert Painting originates in a climate of forced plurahsm where cultural 
exchange actually motivates the art. The art derives from the complex dynamics of 
contemporary Aboriginal experience in Cenfral Ausfralia, and it inevitably absorbs the 
uncertainty surrounding these circumstances. These artworks are ambiguous objects, 
or enigmatic objects, because they are situated at a busy intersection of contemporary 
pluralism, and Kngwarreye's art acutely embodies this situation. 
One reason for this acute dimension of Kngwarreye's art is perhaps because the artist 
continually exploits this ambiguity and plurality of signs throughout her art. 
Kngwarreye blends the diversity of influence available to her into a visual expression 
that supports functional contingency. This is to say that the confused pluralism that 
grounds her daily experience arguably also grounds her art. When asked to create 'her 
*^ H. Morphy, Aboriginal Art, Art & Ideas Series Plan, Phaidon Press Limited, London, 1998, p. 315. 
^^Ibid. 
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Story' in batik for ^ 4 Picture Story, Kngwarreye does just this. She re-creates the story 
of her life by harvesting diverse artistic forms known to her at that time. The basis of 
her batik for this project is the theme of Emu Dreaming, her principal Dreaming. 
(Kngwarreye's name, Kame, means yam seed, which is one of the favourite foods of 
local emus.) 
The batik, titled Emu Dreaming (1987/88) [Figure 20], is a busy composition that 
combines figurative forms representing the Emu Dreaming with decorative floral 
elements common in fraditional Indonesian batik. Drawings of perrente (lizards), 
woolly-butt flowers, and small birds are scattered throughout the design, along with 
the absfract symbols of Kngwarreye's awelye body designs. The background is an 
indeterminate mass of floral motifs. Lines are applied with the loose draughtsmanship 
that will become Kngwarreye's frademark, but the batik also illusfrates Kngwarreye's 
innate sense of visual coherence in her confrol of form, space, and colour. Other 
artists involved in A Picture Story also employ this formal eclecticism, but few 
manage to fuse it so successfully into a coherent aesthetic. 
Kngwarreye's acrylic paintings are a seamless continuation of her batiks in that they 
ambiguously present themselves as somewhere between a discrete "picture', and part 
of an ongoing 'design' aesthetic. The continuity is apparent when comparing a 1988 
batik with the black and white striped panels previously mentioned from Untitled 
panels (1996) [Figure 15]. The batik. Untitled (19SS) [Figure 21], also depicts the 
Emu Dreaming but on this occasion Kngwarreye employs a schematic representation 
of emu feathers, distorting and contorting the stylised representation of feathers in 
order to fill the space of the design. The top-left edge of the batik (as it is illusfrated 
here) has an area where the motif of the emu feather is extended to the perimeter of 
the fabric, privileging a need to decoratively fill space over representation. Dots are 
used to fill spaces where feathers will not reach. 
Although it is usually reproduced or displayed in a vertical format, the batik is painted 
horizontally with the fabric being passed over Kngwarreye's knees as she works 
sitting on the ground. When viewed in this horizontal format, the elements of this 
batik sfrongly resemble the stiiped canvases in Utopia panels. The manner in which 
lines are extended towards the edge of the support is identical, and illusfrate the 
Figure 20. 
Figure 22. 
Figure 21 
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continuity between Kngwarreye painting methods late in her career and this earlier 
batik work. 
The schematic emu feather depicted in this 1988 batik becomes the basis for 
Kngwarreye's first acrylic painting. Following the success of .4 Picture Story, Gooch 
initiates a new project where artists are shown basic techniques in acrylic painting, 
and each person is issued with a small canvas. Of the one hundred canvases issued, 
some eighty-eight return, and sufficient number are of a quality to mount an 
exhibition in Sydney. Kngwarreye's painting. Emu Woman (1988-89) [Figure 22], 
feattires on the cover of the exhibition catalogue for 'Utopia Women's Paintings', and 
demand for her artwork is instant. 
Emu Woman is again based on a composition of signs that connect Kngwarreye with 
the Emu Dreaming. The motif of emu feathers used in this acrylic painting is a 
slightly modified version of that used in the 1988 batik, and the U-shapes in the cenfre 
of the image denote awelye body painting. A motif denoting an emu footprint appears 
in a comer of the work. The painting is composed only of dots and lines, but is a 
remarkable departure from other Desert Painting produced prior to this time. With this 
painting Kngwarreye begins a process of radicalising the signs of Desert Painting and 
pushing figurative forms to their limits of recognition. 
It is notable that all of the paintings in this first exhibition of Utopia acrylic painting 
represent a departure from the Papunya style of acrylic painting. This is primarily 
because the Utopia exhibition largely represents "women's business' Themes cenfre 
on traditional forms of women's business in the desert, such as food gathering and 
identifying types of 'bush tucker' The imagery narrates loose visual stories about 
seasonal moods and habits of local flora and fauna, and various aspects of day-to-day 
camp life at Utopia. These women's paintings are something of anecdotal versions of 
the men's pictorial dogma, but are valued no less by the Aboriginal community for 
their difference. The exhibition as a whole is a vivid depiction of a rich and colourful 
life, and conveys an amalgam of artistic styles that draw on fraditional Aboriginal 
iconography and aesthetics, elements of western methods of art and design, and 
aspects of batik techniques. 
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However, even within the context of this exhibition, Kngwarreye's painting differs. 
Emu Woman has a bold simphcity and sense of intemal unity not matched in other 
paintings in this exhibition. Dot and line are the only two elements in this painting, 
yet Kngwarreye manages to create a coherent visual statement that rivets the gaze. 
This is achieved by a skilled organisation of colour and hne. The emu feather motif is 
now so abstract and grid-like that the painting resembles a street map. This painting 
has a remarkable sophistication for an artist's 'first painting', although as numerous 
writers suggest, Kngwarreye had been preparing for this painting through other modes 
of Anmatyerre/Alywarre visual culture for most of her life.'*^  
Kngwarreye's propensity for innovation is often claimed as her most modernist 
characteristic, but it is actually intrinsic to Aboriginal culture. One of the problems 
within discourse regarding Aboriginal art is that the valued role of innovation in 
Aboriginal visual culture is not adequately acknowledged due to beliefs that ritual and 
ceremony are based on repetition of static codes. Recent anthropological studies in 
this area reveal that a substantial degree of innovation is actually required in 
ceremonial practices and interpretations of Dreamings. In an unpublished thesis titled, 
Walbiri Women's Yawulya Ceremonies, A Forum for Socialization and Innovation, 
Fran9oise Dussart redresses this misconception regarding the status of innovation in 
Aboriginal culture.'*^ Her study demonstrates how a marriage of innovation and ritual 
lies at the heart of awelye culture, and her observations assist in understanding how 
new methods such as batik and acrylic painting are easily accommodated within 
'fraditional' awelye practices. 
Dussart's study cenfres on the rites and practices of women's ceremony, or awelye, 
and examines how the entire process of awelye is a contest of skill that is fimdamental 
to the credibility of a person in a position of authority. A woman's ability to perform 
awelye is a test of her power to conjure creative energy through ceremonial 
performance and to verify her status within the community. The woman must 
*'' There is some debate regarding whether this painting is actually Kngwarreye's 'fu-st painting'. Alice 
Springs art dealer, Tim Jennings, claims to have acquired several paintings from Kngwarreye prior to 
the production of Emu Woman. A photograph of Kngwarreye holding one of these early paintings is 
pubhshed in a gallery newsletter, but die exact date of this photograph is still a matter of conjecture. 
Whether Emu Woman is Kngwarreye's fnst canvas painting is of marginal significance in terms of this 
discussion. Emu Woman is significant for being the fnst painting to attract particular notice of 
Kngwarreye's art in metropolitan centres. T. Jennings, Mbantua Gallery Newsletter, September 1998, 
Alice Springs, npn. 
"*' F. Dussart, Walbiri Women's Yawulya Ceremonies, op. cit. 
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establish and maintain her credibility as a cultural authority by producing innovative 
interpretations of Dreamings, body painting, dance, and sand-stories that re-create the 
substance of community hfe. If the interpretations do not meet with the approval of 
her peers, then the woman's authority is diminished. When batik was infroduced to 
Utopia it was suggested that the women reproduce fraditional motifs and designs, and 
in this way the batik cloth became a new site for demonsfrating cultural authority. 
Anthropological studies of Aboriginal aesthetics and creativity are also interesting in 
terms of how they describe the vague distinction between representation and 
decoration in Aboriginal visual cultures. Howard Morphy argues that Aboriginal 
decorative techniques are also representations in that they represent an essence of 
creativity, or a creative spirit itself, and that this differs quite significantly to European 
understandings of decoration." '^ His study of the cognitive and spiritual investment in 
Aboriginal decorative practices in Northem and Cenfral Ausfralia goes some way to 
explaining the nature of this difference. The idea of filling space and covering a 
surface with designs has substantial efficacy in Aboriginal culture, and thus 
decoration and representation have a far more equitable share in conveying 
significance and meaning than in westem culture. Morphy argues that aesthetic values 
and the concept of beauty relate sfrongly to structures of social power, identity, and 
cultural authority and that optical vitality, or a shimmering effect, is a quality 
particularly valued in Aboriginal cultures of this area. 
Surfaces conveying a shimmering effect denote a sense of health, beauty and general 
well-being. Aboriginal people believe that the shimmer calls forth the creative energy 
of ancesfral beings that form the basis of Aboriginal ontology. The feathers and daubs 
of ochre in groimd sculpture; the glistening fat mbbed into skin before body painting; 
and the field of dots used as in-fiU between signs and motifs on bark and acrylic 
paintings; all register the presence and power of ancestors relevant to the particular 
Dreaming depicted. Spiritual power is conceived in the creation of optical vibrancy 
and a palpable intensity in other forms of performance, and this power recedes when 
the image is obliterated. It is worth noting that obliteration and deterioration are 
expected, and only a few ceremonial items are re-used. This is to say, the artworks are 
intentionally fransitive. 
"' H. Morphy, "From Dull to Brilliant", Anthropology, Art & Aesthetics, J. Coote, & A. Shelton, (eds.). 
Clarendon Press, London, pp: 181-208. 
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The creative momentum of a build-up of intensity passing into obhteration maps 
Kngwarreye's aesthetic very closely. In her acrylic paintings forms and colours mass 
together with considerable intensity and are then obUterated by over-layers. This 
dynamic of revelation and concealment, that is also visually similar to that of 
modernist absfract painters such as Kandinsky, again appears to derive from sources 
much closer to Kngwarreye's own cultural traditions. Abstract and symbolic 
representations of spiritual intensity and cognitive credibility drive Kngwarreye's 
enigmatic aesthetic, and the affect clearly appeals to both her own community, and 
that of her whitefella audience. 
There is a great deal of credibility at stake in Kngwarreye's art. Within the immediate 
Utopia community, Kngwarreye's paintings must sustain her authority as a senior 
Utopia elder to younger generations who are considerably less inclined to 
acknowledge the status of elders than those of the past. On the other hand, her art is 
also required to validate Anmatyerre/Alywarre people as the authentic and rightful 
owners of Utopia Country to a whitefella audience who have afready proven to be 
immensely difficult to convince. There is much motivation for Kngwarreye to invent 
an aesthetic that is ambiguous enough to serve these diverse needs, but that is also 
assertive and coherent. 
Revelation and Concealment 
Kngwarreye's aesthetic must convey an image of certainty and a demonsfration of 
authority if it is to be useful for her purposes. A number of videotaped recordings 
document Kngwarreye describing her responsibility to maintain Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
land and knowledge for the next generations of her people, and how all of her art 
refers to a profound relationship between her people and their particular Country.^° 
The artist also goes to some lengths to reiterate that Alhalkere (that part of Utopia 
belonging directly to Kngwarreye's Dreamings) is "mine" ^ ' Kngwarreye's aesthetic 
may convey ambiguous meaning, but there is little ambiguity regarding Kngwarreye's 
motivations to paint. Her community needs the income derived from art sales, and 
'" F. Torres & H. Ebes, personal videorecordings taken at Alice Springs and Utopia in 1995. These 
videos were provided to QAG as source material for the retrospective exhibition and used as 
presentation material. 
' ' Ibid. 
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they equally need the opportunity to consolidate their political status regarding 
cultural authority and land ownership. This motivation to establish credibility and 
authority manifests itself in Kngwarreye's art in terms of the 'recognition game' The 
explicit masking and over-painting demonstrate the artist's mediation of 'knowledge' 
This is to say that the aesthetic estabhshes an overt dialectic of revelation and 
concealment that asserts the artist's regulation of visual information. It is a power-
play aesthetic that deliberately exhorts a partial withholding from view. 
This dialectic of revelation and concealment is the defining feature of Kngwarreye's 
aesthetic. Her techniques may derive from any or all of the influences impacting on 
her art such as the batik technique, the sand-story method or the over-dotting common 
in Papunya painting. But whatever the influence, the point is that Kngwarreye pursues 
this visual dialectic with a persistence that suggests it is a key motivation in her art. 
The artist is notorious for saying little about the meaning of her art, and leaving the 
paintings untitied, and this also suggests a will to partially withhold certain aspects of 
the art.^ ^ 
Three early paintings demonsfrate how this aesthetic develops in Kngwarreye's art, 
and how it progressively engenders a belief that something is withheld in the art. 
Untitled (1989) [Figure 23] is one of Kngwarreye's earliest canvases and draws on 
similar iconography to her Emu Dreaming batik produced for A Picture Story. The 
painting authenticates itself as 'Aboriginal' through familiar Aboriginal iconography 
of lines mapping animal tracks. Such lines represent the path of emus between nests, 
and in usage with oral stories and dance, etc., encode information about times and 
places to hunt for the birds and their eggs. Kngwarreye covers these lines with a thin 
veil of dots similar to the in-fiU method employed by Papunya painters such as 
CUfford Possum Tjapaltjarri [b. c. 1932] in Bush Fire Dreaming (1982) [Figure 24]. 
Twelve months later, Kngwarreye modifies this aesthetic, as illustrated in Untitled 
(1991) [Figure 25]. The grid of lines is still apparent, but the circular nest shapes are 
absent, and the veils of dots overlaying the grid are more obscuring. It is as though a 
mist is gathering over the painting, relinquishing only glimpses of the groimd beneath. 
52 M. Neale, "Two Worlds: One Vision", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], p. 23. 
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hi Untitled (1991) [Figure 26] the veil of dots becomes the only visible element in the 
image, and the varying size and distribution of these dots achieves an almost cosmic 
sense of space. This painting conveys a peculiar sensation not unlike a Microsoft 
computer screensaver, where the elements appear to shoot out from the canvas on a 
frajectory past the viewer. This amorphous veil of dots characterises Kngwarreye's art 
for several years, until they merge into the pulse-effect mentioned earlier. 
It is interesting to reflect on how followers of Kngwarreye's art come to presuppose 
that there are 'hidden' elements in the image. In his analysis of Kngwarreye's 
aesthetic, Roger Benjamm remarks that "The root network became obscured in the 
palimpsest to near invisibility." ^^  In fact the root network is not visible at all in many 
of the paintings produced at this time, including Untitled (1991), yet Benjamin 
believes that they are there, obscured by layers of dots. Numerous people who saw 
Kngwarreye paint claim that she always prepared her paintings with this grid of lines 
before overlaying other colours. However, it is interesting how the invisible existence 
of this grid remains an active element in the interpretation of Kngwarreye's art. A 
subtext assumes a presence without being visible. Kngwarreye's constant habit of 
partially obscuring areas of the image generates belief that elements are withheld 
beneath all of the images. In this way, a nebulous haze of nothing more than dots, as 
depicted in Untitled (1991), retains its authority and credibility as a vague but resolute 
signifier of Aboriginality. 
Kngwarreye's reputed stylistic diversity is more indebted to innovative ways of 
manifesting this dialectic rather than inventing new artistic forms as such. Her 
innovation is confined to a very limited iconography, and a bold propensity to 
radicalise elements to exfreme limits. This radicalisation involves enormous artistic 
confidence, and perhaps it is this demonsfration of confidence itself that orchesfrates 
the art's aura. Numerous critics claim that Kngwarreye's reductive method of 
painting is driven by circumstances such as excessive market demand and the artist's 
ailing health and vision. As demand for her work increases, Kngwarreye does adopt 
larger bmshes and a more speedy application of paint in an apparent effort to hasten 
production of the paintings.^ '* Her last series of paintings consists of nothing more 
^^  R. Benjamin, "A New Modernist Hero", op. cit., p. 47. 
' V . Brody, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye: Portrait from the Outside", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.]. 
op. cit, p. 18. 
Figure 23. 
Figure 24. 
Figure 25. 
Figure 26. 
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than broadly applied swathes of colour, as illustrated in My Country, No. 4 (1996) 
[Figure 27]. However, this economy of means by this stage of her career simply 
intensifies her enigmatic aesthetic. (One might consider the artist Henri Matisse 
[1869-1954] in this context. Failing eyesight drove him to an economy of means in 
the use of collage, however these collages are regarded as sublime statements of 
Matisse's principles of colour and line - a distillation of intent, so to speak.) 
In 1993 Kngwarreye infroduces a new phase of her reductive approach to painting 
with the 'stripe' paintings. The first series of these stripe paintings consist of wide 
black stripes painted horizontally across white paper. They are startling and 
confronting in their bold simphcity. Kngwarreye has used parallel lines along the 
borders and edges of paintings in the past, but now these become, not the 'dot-in-
itself, but the 'line-in-itself The stripe paintings receive a mixed reception in the 
marketplace, but numerous critics admire the paintings for their 'minimalist' effect. 
Minimalism is a modernist development where a minimisation of visual focus denotes 
indeterminate profundity, or a kind of meta-sign a sign about signs. The fransference 
of this notion to Kngwarreye's painting is somewhat forgivable. Kngwarreye's highly 
reductive phase arguably also embodies signs about signs. They are a minimalist 
gesture of Kngwarreye's authority. In other words, their exfreme brevity of visual 
information extends the dialectic of revealing and concealing into its most minimal 
gesture. 
The stripe paintings ground a new dimension of diversity in Kngwarreye's art. 
Versions include stripes with 'all-over' dotting background [Figure 28]; stripes 
painted with blended ochres instead of acrylic paint [Figure 29]; unruly stiipes 
painted over each other in different colours [Figure 30]; and stiipes with 
perpendicular connecting fines [Figure 31]. The momentum and productivity of 
Kngwarreye's aesthetic developments effectively make these styhstic variations 
overlap one another and cohere into a sign that redefines Aboriginal art. 
During the same period as production of the stripe paintings, Kngwarreye also 
produces curvi-linear paintings known commonly as 'Yam paintings' This name 
derives from the root network of yam plants common in Utopia. This root network is 
believed to inspire the linear form employed in these paintings. The Yam series are as 
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simple as Kngwarreye's earher paintings are busy, but are among her most enigmatic 
modes of expression. Simple continuous curving lines snake around the image on a 
seemingly predetermined path as shown in Anooralya 1 (1995) [Figure 32]. Although 
painted without prior planning, these lines fill the pictorial space with an ahnost 
perfect sense of balance and coherence. 
An installation photograph of Untitled (Yam) 1994 [Figure 33] conveys the coherent 
impact of these Yam paintings. The photograph depicts five separate compositions of 
yam lines arranged along a single horizontal canvas. Each of these compositions 
would usually be a single artwork, however the juxtaposition of these five 
compositions on the one canvas accentuates Kngwarreye's skilled orchesfration of 
line and space. In each of these compositions lines appear random, meandering and 
intuitive, yet there are no areas of crowding outweighing other areas. Each 
composition is a literal expression of coherence and together they reiterate the 
continuity that underscores Kngwarreye's aesthetic innovation. These paintings 
epitomise Kngwarreye's paradoxical aesthetic of confroUed indeterminacy. 
Big Yam Dreaming (1995) [Figure 18] is one of the most outstanding examples of 
Kngwarreye's Yam paintings. It is 29 x 8 mefres in size and consists of only white 
curving lines on a black background. The commanding presence of this painting 
ensures its position as one of Kngwarreye's signature works. Monochromatic knots 
and clusters of lines form the simple substance of this image. The act of following the 
paths of lines that fill the space of the canvas is hke watching a plan fall into place. 
Individual sections of the painting again appear very randomly worked, following no 
premeditated design and seeming to organically grow in place. Yet the unity of this 
artwork is extraordinary. The "view' on offer is that of an order that allows liberties, 
or perhaps an abstract view of the rhythm of life that finds totality only in the illusion 
of a 'big picture' The simple coherence of this image demands such conjecture. It 
imposes a declarative presence and demands to be read as a sign of something. But 
the precise nature of that 'something' is less clear. Having staked its claim as sign. Big 
Yam Dreaming takes the viewer no further. This defines its enigmatic appeal. 
The aesthetic disposition of Big Yam Dreaming is perhaps an apt metaphor for the 
role of Kngwarreye's art in contemporary discourse generally. Her art presents a 
Figure 27. 
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coherent sign that embodies uncertainty and ambiguity, but it renders these 
insecurities appealing. Or more to the point, Kngwarreye's audiences find beauty and 
appeal in these uncertainties. The paradoxical ambiguous coherence in Kngwarreye's 
art arguably gives abstract form to a yet-to-happen cultural reconciliation, and a 
beautiful symbol of the fiittire emerges in Kngwarreye's sfrange mix of the familiar 
and imfamiliar. How could this art not have aura? 
As Kngwarreye's art develops along more reductive and abstract dfrections, the 
apparent duality escalates. The Yam paintings collapse into gestural paintings 
conceived of almost pure energy. These are occasionally referred to as Kngwarreye's 
•scribbly' paintings, and are those that most closely resemble Jackson Pollock's style 
of absfract expressionism. Untitled (1995) [Figure 34] is an example. The 
spontaneous, rapidly worked compositions appear to be high-speed, unhinged 
versions of the Yam Paintings, with more indeterminacy and less confrol than any of 
Kngwarreye's other artworks. 
A gesture of immediacy links these paintings with the spirit of Pollock's art. Both 
artists appear to draw on a visual language of controlled automatism where passion 
stmggles to overwhelm intention. This mode of painting finds its spark in the tension 
between spontaneous creation and communication, or between the new and the 
known. Other abstract painters working at the same time as Pollack adhered to a more 
calligraphic regime in what Moszynska describes as "a form of unconscious 
calligraphy" ^^  Within this art, painting as code and representation is depicted in the 
act of resistance or withdrawal, and is confrary and enigmatic. It is this inherent 
quality of modemist absfraction that so closely aligns itself to Kngwarreye's 
recognition game. Her calligraphic absfraction presents signs that keep losing their 
form amid the heated energy of paint application, wanting to represent and not 
represent at once.^ ^ The art of Kngwarreye and these modemist artists mn a parallel 
course that explores the pursuit of autonomy amid systems of signification and engage 
in a politics of representation. For Kngwarreye, it is arguably the autonomy of 
Aboriginality that withdraws from view, and for modemist absfractionists it is the 
autonomy of art itself that reserves something beyond representation. 
'^  A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, op. cit., p. 129. 
*^ Chapter Five continues this discussion of representation and resistance in Desert Painting in more 
detail, drawing on essays by Jennifer Biddle and John Morton. 
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This propensity to partially resist representation creates a dimension of 
epistemological uncertainty within response to the art. Elements of the image cannot 
be known because they are overtly withheld and hidden. The effort within modemist 
absfraction to provoke a visual experience rather than convey visual representation 
engenders uncertainty in itself. Under these conditions the 'world' is not present as 
representation, but as potential experience. It is definitively evolving and uncertain. 
Abstract forms that tease the limits of representation draw the entire project of 
representation and interpretation to the surface, and make them the subject of the 
image. The history of the interpretation and representation of indigenous cultures in 
the twentieth century provides ample evidence for why Kjigwarreye might be 
particularly concemed with this subject. The concluding stages of Chapter Two 
examine this possible motivation in detail. 
Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of this recognition game is in how audiences find 
it appealing and beautiful. Admirers of this mode of art accept the uncertainty and 
understand it as a dimension of contemporary experience. Within Kngwarreye's art it 
is the uncertainty inherent to cultural difference that comes to the fore, but the 
significant aspect is that this uncertainty is admired and appreciated as an enigmatic 
aesthetic. The unknowable dimension of others is rendered beautiful within a 
recognition game that represents Aboriginality at the same time as it withholds it. 
A brief overview of Moszynska's Abstract Art underscores how closely the later of 
Kngwarreye's works parallel modemist abstraction. Kngwarreye's Untitled (1995) 
[Figure 35] resembles the simple expressive flow of line in works such as Hans 
Hartung's [1904-89] Painting (1957) [Figure 36]. Both paintings convey a simple 
directness that suggests forthright honesty and a passionate urge to override 
intellectual control. Jean-Paul Riopelle's [b. 1923] Chevreuse (1954) [Figure 37] 
strikes a visual chord with Kngwarreye's Untitled (Earth's Creation) (1994) [Figure 
38]. A common disposition to render form as flux releases these paintings from their 
two-dimensional limitations and liberates the images into a beautiful affect of 
uncertainty. The more controlled lines of Kngwarreye's art, such as in Untitled (1996) 
[Figure 39] also align themselves with works such as Pierre Soulages' [b. 1919] 
Painting (1952) [Figure 40]. 
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Ambiguous titles are common in many of these modemist paintings, in line with 
Kngwarreye's disposition to leave artworks untitled. Modernists' ambiguity with titles 
supports their concerted affect of uncertainty. This effort towards ambiguity resists 
processes of identification, and in doing so it opens a path to an imaginative 
apprehension of the fiiture. Moszynska describes how modemist absfractionists 
resolutely pursue a reorientation towards the futiire in their art. (The title of Chapter 
Three in Moszynska's book is "Social Ideals: Constmcting the Future 1920-39"). 
Their art manifests a desire to unshackle the forms of recognition from fraditions, 
conventions, and 'history', and strives to break new ground both visually and 
conceptually. To do this they must create uncertainty regarding the past and present. 
One of the artists most often compared to Kngwarreye, Jean Dubuffet, is particularly 
noted for iconoclasm. Moszynska describes how Dubuffet's Texturologies series 
"suggest the surface of the earth in his thickly painted, apparently absfract 
compositions". This last term - "apparently abstract compositions" - is an outcome 
of the recognition game. Perceptions of the visual form are resfrained by doubt, 
ambiguity and uncertainty - is this an aerial view of the Earth, or something more 
metaphysical? Engendering this doubt prepares the ground for altering perceptions of 
art. Moszynska also describes Dubuffet's art as: 
a vital contribution to breaking down barriers in art - including distinctions 
made between the art of the sane and insane; between absfraction and 
CO 
representation; and between notions of beauty and ughness. 
Many of Kngwarreye's paintings resemble aerial perspectives of Coimtry. With the 
same vague articulation as that responding to Dubuffet's art, Kngwarreye's art is read 
as cosmic ground paintings that conflate real views of Country with ontological and 
metaphysical perspectives. 
Kngwarreye's paintings do break barriers because they redefine Aboriginality m its 
contemporary contexts. Aboriginality is rendered in an ambiguous co-existence with 
modemism, and with an enigmatic beauty that cannot be filtered down to a precise 
lineage of traditions. There is no loss of aura in these paintings because of this 
apparent diminishment of fradition. The paintings solicit the gaze of contemporary 
^'' A. Moszynska, Abstract Art, op. cit., p. 124. 
^'Ibid. 
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audiences and affect something of value to that audience. This all suggests that 
perhaps aura in the late twentieth century actually embraces and celebrates a degree 
of uncertainty. Further discussion of aura at this point warrants a retum to Walter 
Benjamin's essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" 
The aura of 'Emilys' 
Benjamin's essay is well-frodden ground in Art History. His reflection on the modem 
consciousness and its reception of art is perennially fascinating. This is arguably 
because Benjamin seems to 'get it wrong' His claim that aura diminishes in the 
modem age is constantly refuted by the persistence of aura throughout modernity. As 
Samuel Weber observes in his book. Mass Mediauras, aura migrates to those very 
areas of art that Benjamin claims diminish aura - film and photography. This 
argument might seem specific to the conditions of artistic mass reproduction, but it is 
actually more concemed with the modem concept of a 'mass' audience. Aura takes a 
measure of the receptive climate for art in the twentieth century, and for this reason 
Benjamin's ideas are useful in attempting to understand the appeal of Kngwarreye's 
enigmatic art. 
Benjamin identifies the diminishment of aura in the modem age in order to describe a 
certain anxiety within the modem subjective consciousness. This anxiety concerns an 
economy of certainty with regards history and tradition. Qualities of uniqueness, 
singularity, and a connection to real experience of time and place are described as 
those elements of art that invoke aura. °^ They are perceived as having some tangible 
connection to established value systems, and thus are grounded in an economy of 
certainty that seems increasingly distant in the modem age. 
Artworks reproduced by mechanical means such as lithography, photography, and 
film, lack this historical 'presence' because they are copies and lack the tangible 
connection to history. Benjamin aligns the mass reproduction of images with a mass 
consciousness inherent to modemity, and a conception of the world as spectacle or 
mass visibility. Modes of human sense perception shift in accordance with this 
proliferation of world-as-spectacle, and Benjamin argues that these changes of 
^'S. Weber, "Art, Aura and Media in the Work of Walter Benjamin", in Mass Mediauras. form technics 
media. Power Publications, Sydney, 1996, pp: 76-107. 
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perception are direct expressions of social transformations.^' In other words, this 
sense of being a 'mass' is critical to modemity's value systems. 
Art's loss of aura thus registers itself as a metaphor for modemity's loss of certamty. 
The age of mechanical reproduction facilitates a loss of originality, and a diminishing 
sense of history and tradition. In this regard, Benjamin's prediction is correct, with 
history increasingly being revised and reconfigured throughout the century, 
culminating in the loss of history amid its multiplied and less certain manifestations as 
'many histories' Benjamin accurately predicts the future of history in his essay by 
aligning it with modemity's inherent visual multiphcity. But what he does not predict 
is how audiences respond to this 'loss' He does not consider that audiences might 
embrace the 'loss', and may conceive it as a beautiful dimension of contemporary 
experience. 
In Mass Mediauras, Weber gives shape to this loving embrace of a new mode of 
consciousness. Aura migrates to products of mass reproduction because audiences 
negotiate perception via new means. The photograph and film project an image of 
modemity in a manner that complies with modem experience. To examine this new 
mode of consciousness, Weber probes the currency of 'mass' within modem 
discourse. He notes how Benjamin and the philosopher Martin Heidegger both pay 
heed to concepts of pictoriality and spectacle in their descriptions of modemity. The 
latter two writers both consider how the world sees itself as image in modemity, 
literally through mass-production of visual images, and conceptually through 
accelerated information exchange. The world-image, or world-picture, has what 
Heidegger terms a "subject-securing function" that provides a point of fixture or 
certainty between a subject and objects in the world.^ ^ This world-image is thus a 
mode of measuring or gauging subjectivity. 
Weber argues that, for Benjamin, the element that distinguishes modemity's worid-
image from previous eras is that of 'mass' or plurality and its incumbent 
diminishment of a sense of fradition or real experience of history. It is not a matter of 
^V. Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction", op. cit. 
*' Ibid., p. 222. 
" S. Weber, "Art, Aura and Media in the Work of Walter Benjamin", op. cit. 
" Ibid., pp: 78-79. 
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whether modemity actually experiences greater uncertainty than in the past, but that 
modermty perceives greater uncertainty. To better understand the concept of 'mass as 
plurahty', Weber incorporates a temporal dimension. He claims that conventional 
franslations of the term 'mass' as plurality in Benjamin's writing, diminish the 
temporality indicated by the latter's term, 'mass movement' Weber argues that "aura 
relates to mass not just as uniqueness does to multiplicity but also in spatial terms, as 
a fixed location does to one that is caught up in an encessant and complex 
movement" ^ 
Aura is therefore experienced not as the uniqueness of an artwork as such, but as a 
taking-leave from the fixture or originality represented by the artwork.^ ^ It is this 
sense of taking-leave that Weber claims defines aura. Aura is thus a distinctly modem 
concept in that modemity particularly preoccupies itself with this sense of taking-
leave of the past. For example, part of the appeal of Michelangelo's (Buanorroti) 
[1475-1564] Pieta (1497-1500) in the modem age is its inscription of a certain era of 
Westem art and its status within a past fradition of art. The contemplative modem 
subject senses a distance and separation, or a taking-leave of the Renaissance brought 
forth by the artwork. Benjamin argues that mass reproduction of artworks diminishes 
this experience of historical anchorage, and thus diminishes aura. Mass reproductions 
cannot touch base with real experience, so to speak. 
But where Benjamin laments modemity's loss of historical anchorage, Weber 
identifies modemity's engagement with a consciousness of taking-leave, or 
uncertainty. Aura s fate is thus not shackled to a consciousness of certainty, but to that 
of uncertainty and mpture. Weber seizes upon Benjamin's hesitation that although it 
diminishes, "aura never fully disappears"^^ Aura returns in those forms of 
representation that seem most hostile to it, such as film and television. Weber 
describes how aura transforms in film to the "cinematic cult of the personality", 
thereby reinstating "the aura of individuality to a product which 'takes place' in many 
places at once." It would appear that aura is more about a unique experience than 
apprehending unique objects. Mass mediauras expands on Benjamin's premise that 
^ S. Weber, "Art, Aura and Media in the Work of Walter Benjamin", op. cit., p. 85. 
*^  Ibid., p. 87. 
^ Ibid. 
*^  Ibid., p. 90. 
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aura is not simply a quality of art, but inherent to the process of reception of artworks. 
This is to say that Benjamin's essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction", manifests as an attempt to articulate fransformations in how artworks 
are received in advance of, rather than in response to, mass reproduction. The 
dynamic mass at the heart of Benjamin's thesis is thus not a quantity of images, but a 
new quality of the modem spectator. 
This temporal dimension of aura identified by Weber projects modemity's sustained 
apprehension of change (deriving from Heidegger's ontology) as a fimdamental 
aspect of modem consciousness. It is the preoccupation with change that arguably 
defines modemity and Benjamin argues that part of dealing with change involves 
nostalgia for stability and certainty. Weber's point in demonstrating how modemity 
continues to locate aura in artworks that are not unique reconfigures aura as a kind of 
self-distancing technique, or a manner by which communities attempt to understand 
themselves through art. They create a distance by elevating certain qualities of art that 
seem unique, but are at the same time quintessential qualities of culture. This allows 
communities to come to terms with the conditions of their daily experience, and find 
beauty in this experience. 
This discussion of Benjamin's essay is taken up in order to understand aura as a 
modem cultural technique, and something that measures distances of time as a marker 
of subjectivity. The concept of'mass' populations and a sustained apprehension of 
change define modemity, and both incur a dimension of epistemological uncertainty. 
The congested fraffic of cultural difference and a rapid rate of cultural change do not 
allow a sense of certainty to take hold. However, instead of remaining anxious about 
this uncertainty, as Benjamin suggests, modemity gradually comes to terms with it, 
and finds it beautiful. 
Yet there is something else to consider in this concept of mass that draws the 
discussion of aura closer to the role of enigmatic objects of discourse such as 
Kngwarreye's art. Mass as plurality might also be considered as mass as 'plurahsm' 
The progressive intermingling of populations throughout the twentieth century does 
not result in a reigning totahty or mass, but in a conglomeration govemed by an ethics 
of diversity, or difference. A politics of pluralism shapes the 'shrinking worid' 
advocating co-existence of difference. Uncertainty thus also occurs at the interface of 
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cultural difference. It is not just an apprehension of change that institutes a sustained 
sense of taking-leave of certainty, or aura, but also an ethical embrace of difference. 
An ethics of difference ensures the 'mass' never sees itself as 'mass' 
The difference between how Benjamin and Weber conceive aura here is measured not 
by the event of uncertainty, but by an attitude to uncertainty. Where the modem 
consciousness, as described by Benjamin, is anxious regarding epistemological 
uncertainty in the face of unceasing change, Weber suggests that the modem-
becoming-postmodem consciousness embraces it, and finds it appealing. 
In the receptive climate of cultural plurahsm, Kngwarreye's art gives visual form to 
this taking-leave of totality and certainty. A perceived co-existence of the familiar and 
unfamiliar keeps the "mass' open and incomplete. If there is a taking-leave of 
certainty perceived within the aura of art it arguably derives as much from the global 
village's forced co-existence of difference, as it does from an apprehension of change. 
Both are qualities of the twentieth century that diminish epistemological certainty 
because they destabilise conventional perspectives of knowledge, but in doing so they 
also foreshadow the future. The aura of Kngwarreye's art describes a reorientation to 
the interpretation of art that incorporates uncertainty as an element of art's wisdom. 
Kngwarreye's art of celebrated uncertainty plays a recognition game with its audience, 
ensuring that frameworks of recognition of the art will always be insecure. The art 
provokes a will to resolve the aesthetic ambiguity of the art, and discourse pushes 
deeper into contexts of production and reception in the attempt. The following chapter 
examines political and social contexts surrounding public recognition of 
Kngwarreye's art, and how the political situation of 'Reconciliation' in Ausfralia 
strikes a chord with Kngwarreye's aesthetic of ambiguous co-existence. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Recognition and Reconciliation 
...Whole lot, that's whole lot, Awelye (my Dreaming), Arlatyeye (pencil yam), 
Arkerrthe (mountain devil lizard), Ntange (grass seed), Tingu (A Dream-time 
pup), Ankerr (emu), Intekwe (a favourite food of emus, a small plant), Atnwerle 
(green bean), and Kame (yam seed). That's what I paint: whole lot.... 
This is Kngwarreye's most definitive statement about her work. It appears 
frequently in this publication. 
Text accompanying the photo-essay infroduction to the exhibition 
catalogue for Queensland Art Gallery's Emily Kame Kngwarreye -
Alhalkere - Paintings from Utopia.' 
Legal negotiations regarding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander land rights create 
heated debate in the Ausfralian media during the period of Kngwarreye's emergence in 
the art market. In fact, a time-line mapping Kngwarreye's acrylic painting career spans a 
cmcial period in Aboriginal politics. It begins with the Aboriginal community's protests 
against Ausfralia's Bicentenary of Settlement celebrations in 1988, and coincides with the 
Mabo legal battle over Native Title, The Report on Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, 
revelations about the Stolen Generation, and ongoing debates regarding an official 
Reconciliation policy. 
Kngwarreye's paintings appear in mefropolitan galleries immediately after Ausfralia's 
Bicentenary celebrations. This is a period when Ausfralians are forced to consider a 
different perspective on Ausfralian history and its national ethos. A pervasive uncertainty 
regarding the past, present, and future status of Australian identity is the unexpected by-
product of celebrating 200 years of settlement, but Aboriginal identity is also in an 
unstable state. In the attempt to establish an autonomous political identity, the 
representation of Aboriginal and Torres Sfrait Islander populations becomes enmeshed in 
' M. Neale et. al., Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., n.p.n. 
^ The Stolen Generation refers to a generation of Aboriginal children who were forcibly removed from their 
homes by the Austi-alian Government for the children's 'welfare'. The stolen generation: a legal issues 
paper for lawyers and other advisors. Public Interest Law Clearing House Incorporated, Sydney, 1997. 
51 
a rationale of cultural essentialism. Issues concerning legal and social rights and pohtical 
recognition often deteriorate into pointless debates regarding the cultural authenticity of 
both Aboriginal people and so-called 'main-stream' Ausfrahans.^  Within cultural 
discourse, this default to essentialist logic effectively 'primitivises' and isolates 
Aboriginal culture along with consolidating a stereotype of 'westem' culture. The 
methods used to negotiate cultural difference actually create a greater difference than is 
necessarily the case. 
Recognition of Kngwarreye's art straddles this fragile infrasti^cture of cultural 
essentialism. There is little existent discourse regarding Desert Painting that extends 
beyond ethnography, let alone an approach that can cater for Kngwarreye's radical 
pseudo-modemism. The fragile ideological climate underpinning Aboriginal politics in 
Ausfralia only exacerbates the confusion. Art discourse cannot adequately cater for the 
appeal of an Aboriginal "abstract expressionist' at this time, but nor can it resist the 
symbolic fusion posed by the art. This chapter examines various conceptual frameworks 
that are imposed to secure public recognition of the art, and explores the implications of 
these frameworks in the context of a broader politics of recognition. 
Frameworks for Recognition 
Market recognition of Kngwarreye's artworks appears to be almost spontaneous, but 
close attention to political and historical events surrounding her career discloses a far 
more causal process. Although Utopia batiks fail to capture widespread market attention, 
Kngwarreye's paintings (along with the work of a number of other Utopia artists'*) receive 
immediate exposure in Ausfralian mefropolitan art galleries. The paintings infilfrate a 
sphere of influence where Aboriginal acryhc paintings are recognised as contemporary art 
worthy of considerable financial investment. Alongside this market attention, a growing 
institutional recognition develops that facilitates the inclusion of Kngwarreye's art in 
^ The Bicentenary provoked review of the construct of Australian nationhood and identity by non-
indigenous Australians as well as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population. A flood of books, 
exhibitions, and articles emerged attempting to consolidate an essence of Australian identity. 
'* The other Utopia artist to attract particular attention was Kngwarreye's niece, Kathleen Petyarre 
(mentioned in Chapter One). The group identity of Utopia Women's Painting also established a market 
profile, although largely in the shadow of the success of Kngwarreye and Petyarre. 
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numerous prestigious representative exhibitions and awards. ^ Kngwarreye also achieves a 
modest intemational profile early in her career when her art is exhibited in group shows 
in the United States, Spain, freland, Russia and Germany; all before 1992 and less than 
four years after the artist's first exhibition in Sydney. Intemational solo exhibitions also 
take place in London's Rebecca Hossack Gallery in 1994, and the Robert Steele Gallery 
in New York in 1997 (subsequent to the artist's death). 
The early phase of Kngwarreye's infroduction to the art market cenfres on promotion of 
the art as a new form of modemism enigmatically inspired hy Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
traditions. An essential Aboriginality is inexplicably coupled with an intrinsically 
modemist expression of art. Numerous ethnographic accounts of the artist and her 
'traditional' life appear in art joumals and media reviews alongside interpretations of her 
work based on modemist aesthetic principles. These latter accounts inexplicably 
assimilate Kngwarreye's work to ahen art traditions and bridge the concepts of 
Kngwarreye the "absfract genius" and Kngwarreye the senior law-woman. This link is a 
superficial proposition that exists only at the level of rhetoric, and few attempts are made 
to locate any tangible common ground between these two forms of 'traditional' wisdom. 
Failure to locate any grounds for including Kngwarreye's art within the modemist canon 
inevitably engenders contradiction, and effectively de-historicises both 
Anmatyerre/Alywarre visual culture and modemist absfraction. 
The extent to which Kngwarreye is recognised as an 'Aboriginal modemist' is unusual 
within the realms of Aboriginal acrylic painting because of the degree to which her art 
could be considered modemist. As discussed in Chapter One, paintings from the later 
years of Kngwarreye's career appear to lack any foundation in Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
iconography, and present an ambiguous maze of formlessness readily perceived by non-
indigenous audiences as pure absfraction. This aesthetic ambiguity offers an ideal resort 
for the unaccountable union of the modemist genius and the spiritual elder. Discourse 
about Kjngwarreye's art becomes characterised by its juxtaposition of irreconcilable 
"essences', and at its most fundamental level, a pure core of Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
' M. Neale, et. al., Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit, pp 146-149. 
53 
cultiiral authenticity maintains a fiiistrating alliance with the artistic essentialism 
underpinning the paradigm of modemist genius. 
The problem of modemist interpretations of indigenous fraditions reflects a broader 
sphere of cultural politics well beyond the confines of the visual arts. In Ausfralia, the 
tenor of uncertainty about exactly how to approach Kngwarreye's artworks mirrors 
national uncertainty regarding Aboriginal issues in general, and those of Aboriginal Land 
Rights and Reconcihation in particular, hi this climate of political uncertainty the very 
term, 'Aboriginal Art', inherently invokes political tensions, and is rarely perceived in 
terms of primarily aesthetic issues. 
Institutional recognition of contemporary Aboriginal art is thus inevitably politically 
motivated to some degree, especially during this volatile period of the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. Various Ausfralian governments had long identified the advantages of 
'showcasing' Aboriginal culture as a dimension of national identity, but growing 
demands for recognition of Native Title and the invalidation of terra nullius place fiirther 
pressure on official Government policy regarding Aboriginal culture. 
In the years leading up to the Bicentenary there is growing public exposure of Aboriginal 
resistance to the status quo and this stimulates changes in Government policy. Well 
before this the establishment of the Tent Embassy in the grounds of Parliament House in 
Canberra in 1972 firmly placed the issue of Aboriginal land rights in the public eye.^  This 
event was arguably the first nationally recognised symbol of Aboriginal resistance to 
Australian institutionalisation, with momentum gathering again with the Bicentenary and 
the 1992 High Court of Australia decision to uphold Native Title in the case of Eddie 
Mabo vs. the Queensland Government.^ This latter decision is momentous in that it 
invalidates the doctrine of terra nullius and grants Native Title to the Mer people, 
however the decision also generates an immense degree of legal and political uncertainty. 
Tim Rowse describes this uncertainty: 
* Aboriginal activists erected a number of tents on the lawn immediately in front of Parliament House as a 
gesture of separation and defiance of the Australian Government's sovereignty. 
' P. Patton, "Justifying Aboriginal Rights, A Philosophical Perspective", op. cit. 
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While it (Mabo) overtumed the legal consensus which had long denied the 
existence of any form of indigenous property right, it left open the precise nature 
and extent of the native titie which it recognised. While it allowed that a form of 
indigenous property right survived colonisation, it also affirmed the right of the 
Crown to extinguish native title by making grants of land, thereby ensuring the 
continuity and stability of the existing system of land tenure.^ 
Prolonged legal proceedings regarding Native Title claims ensue amid a general 
impression that the decision is untenable in terms of determinations that are fair to all. 
Whilst it appears to rectify the injustices of terra nullius, the Mabo decision in effect 
prolongs legal debates regarding Aboriginal land rights. This legal uncertainty is also 
instrumental in delaying ratification of any official Government statement regarding the 
issue of Reconciliation.^ Discourse regarding contemporary Aboriginal art is deeply 
ingrained with this uncertainty about Aboriginal rights and the question of Aboriginal 
autonomy. 
Kngwarreye's eight year painting career commences in late 1988. Chapter One briefly 
mentions how the Bicentenary celebrations in 1988 impact on Kngwarreye's art. The 
occasion for Ausfralians to celebrate settlement also invokes the first cohesive formation 
of Aboriginal resistance to conventional AusfraUan narratives of discovery and 
colonisation. The idea that Ausfraha was in fact "discovered' and 'settled' by Aboriginal 
people some sixty thousand years prior to the arrival of Europeans gains currency at this 
time, and effectively subverts the very basis for a "national' celebration. 
In the years leading up to the Bicentenary, the Ausfralian Federal Government is aware of 
the indigenous community's growing resentment regarding the event and formulates a 
policy to counter any major ill-effects of resistance. Details of this policy are published in 
thQ Proposed Policy on National Aboriginal Bicentennial Objectives in 1985. The 
Government's concern is of a rather urgent nature, as the following excerpt indicates: 
.. .it remains obvious that unless Aboriginals have clear evidence of Government 
commitment towards alleviation of their disadvantages and unless there is 
accelerated action towards attainment of these Objectives prior to the Bicentennial 
^ T. Rowse, After Mabo, Interpreting Indigenous Traditions, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p. 87. 
' Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation's Partnerships in reconciliation: it's up to us, The Council, 
Kingston, Australian Capital Territory, 1999. 
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year, they may feel that they have little reason to participate in celebrations or 
believe that they are offered more than empty promises and the prospect of 
remaining second-class citizens in their own country. The need for an organised 
approach to reahsation of the following Objectives and the adequate allocation of 
resources is a matter of increasing importance and urgency. 
The "Objectives" mentioned in this statement refer to twenty objectives to "substantially 
remove (the) irregularities and hardships which Aborigines continue to face" outlined in a 
1983 Discussion Paper pubhshed by the Aboriginal Development Commission.'^ Of the 
key areas listed for attention, those of Employment, Enterprises, Culture, and Aboriginal 
Arts feattire in the first fourteen Objectives. These Objectives emphasise how Federal 
Government support for Aboriginal art enterprises are conceived as potentially alleviating 
expressions of dissatisfaction by Aboriginal people during the Bicentenary year. The 
Aboriginal Arts Board and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs are the principal 
agencies for instituting Federal policy on Aboriginal art, and distribute considerable 
funding to Aboriginal agencies throughout the 1980s. 
Kngwarreye is a dfrect recipient of these Federal funds to support Aboriginal art. 
Following the successful 1979 Utopia Land Claim and subsequent out-station movement, 
numerous Federally-fimded education and enterprise projects are initiated in the Utopia 
community, and Kngwarreye actively participates in a number of these projects.'^ Chapter 
One notes how batik-making ultimately proves the most successful initiative in terms of 
achieving a viable enterprise, and in broadening recognition of the cultural fraditions of 
Utopia. The first exhibition of Utopia batiks, entitled Utopia, Women Country and Batik, 
is sponsored by the Aboriginal Benefits Tmst Association, the Aboriginal Arts Board of 
the Ausfralia Council, and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, and shows at the 
Adelaide Festival Centre gallery in 1981.'^ The catalogue for this exhibition of Utopia 
batiks features a photograph of Emily Kngwarreye (then spelt Ngwarai) on the front 
'° Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Proposed Policy on National Aboriginal Bicentennial Objectives, 
Australian Government Printing Service, Canberra, 1985., n.p.n. 
" Ibid. 
'^  The out-station movement is where Aboriginal communities returned to traditional homelands in remote 
areas of the Northem Territory, Westem Australia and South Australia. A brief account of Kngwarreye's 
involvement in these projects appears in A. M. Brody, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye: Portrait from the 
Outside", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 15. 
'^  J. Green, Utopia, Women Country and Batik, [ex. cat.], Alice Springs Printing and Publishing, AHce 
Springs, Northem Territory, 1981. 
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cover. (Kngwarreye's portrait is the only photograph reproduced in the catalogue). The 
caption for the photograph reads "Emily Ngwarai: singing awulya", with ensuing pages 
carrying text and illusfrations by the incumbent Utopia arts co-ordinator, Jenny Green. 
The text for this early exhibition catalogue, and its iconic use of Kngwarreye within the 
Utopia art-making community, prepare the ground for much of the essentialist rhetoric 
surrounding Kngwarreye's artwork in future years. Sections of this catalogue text are 
worth quoting at length as they indicate how a politically-motivated cultural essentialism 
impacts on recognition of Kngwarreye's art from the onset. Green writes: 
In the past few years batik has become an important craft at Utopia. 
It has the advantage of being an exciting and flexible method of creating designs 
on cloth, requiring little technology and so easily adapted to bush conditions. Part 
of the success of the Utopian batik lies in the ease with which its production fits 
into life in outstation communities. 
The women spend much of their time with other women and with young children. 
This group serves as a forum for the rehearsal of women's awulya, the discussion 
of daily affairs and as a basis for hunting and gathering trips. These women's 
groups are sfrong and cohesive. In this context the batik is created. It is an activity 
of social as much as artistic importance. (My emphasis). 
This duality of social and artistic significance is quite rightly a cmcial factor in how 
Utopia art is framed for reception, and provides one of its guiding principles. But whilst 
batik-making as social activity appears to be an accurate account of events, the emphasis 
and omissions in Green's descriptions create a fraditional/modem polemicism. Food 
preparation in Utopia is not simply a matter of hunting and gathering, but includes 
modem items and methods. The "sfrong and cohesive' image of women's groups is 
designed to consolidate an image of hermetic authenticity. The author confrasts this 
image with the "destruction" wrought by modemity. Green writes: 
Opportunities for employment in bush communities are limited. While some of 
the women are employed as health workers and in the schools, the majority has no 
income apart from child endowment and pensions. The produce from the land still 
provides a valuable supplement to the economy of Aboriginal communities, but 
the destmction wrought by pastoralists, tourists and recently miners has meant, in 
most places, that a fraditional hunting and gathering way of life is no longer 
''' J. Green, Utopia, Women Country and Batik, [ex. cat.], op. cit. 
S7 
possible. Changes have been forced upon them by white society. Aboriginal 
people are now trying to create a way of life that both retains the essence of their 
culture and incorporates the useful elements of the dominant society. They have 
entered the cash economy. The question of their economic independence is cmcial 
and until that is answered they remain vulnerable to the changing whims of 
government policy and public sentiment. 
At Utopia, the production and sale of batik has at least the potential to provide the 
women with some measure of economic independence.'^ 
Green refers to "the essence of their culture" as though such essence can possibly exist in 
contemporary contexts. Her description of how a fraditional hunting and gathering way of 
life is no longer possible engenders a dichotomy between fraditional and modem life. It 
implies that members of the Utopia community aspire to such a retum, and also presents 
Aboriginal society in a simplistic and a-historical sense. The twentieth century history of 
Aboriginal communities in Cenfral Ausfralia is a history of contact with non-indigenous 
individuals and organisations, and Utopia is no exception. With the arrival of pastorahsm 
and its employment of Aboriginal stockmen, 'traditional hunting' includes the use of 
rifles and horses. 'Gathering' includes a visit to the station store for flour, sugar, and tea. 
This is not a criticism, or in any way an imphed diminishment of Aboriginal culture, but 
simply notes that a redefinition of traditions is a complex process in which "retum" is an 
impossible and misguided concept.'^ 
Dramatic cultural change occurs throughout most of Kngwarreye's life, and there is no 
clear indication that the artist herself, or any of her community, explicitly wish to 
dispense with newly acquired 'fraditions' Success in reclaiming ownership of their land 
does mean that earher forms of hunting and gathering are possible, if desired, but 
'fradition' is already permanently redefined following the impact of external contact. This 
reiterates that there is no simple or clear opposition between pre-contact and post-contact 
experience as it endures a century-long process, and any concept of an "essence of 
culture" in the 1980s is nostalgic and misleading. 
'^  J. Green, Utopia, Women Country and Batik, [ex. cat.], op. cit. 
'* The concept of an 'original' tradition comes under constant critique in late twentieth century critical 
discourse. It is regarded as an invention or strategy in shidies such as E. Hobsdawn & T. Ranger's The 
Invention of Tradition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, U.K., 1983. 
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This essentialising tendency produces a simplification of cultural difference that enhances 
an us/them relationship between indigenous communities and their 'Others'. In The 
Predicament of Culture, Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, James 
Clifford suggests the sophistry of such recourse to essence and claims: 
cultural difference is no longer a stable, exotic othemess; self-other relations are 
matters of power and rhetoric rather than of essence. A whole stmcture of 
expectations about authenticity in culture and in art is thrown in doubt.'^ 
The discourse about Kngwarreye's art is symptomatic of this stmcture of expectations 
thrown in doubt, and Green's framework of an essence of culture, rather than a process 
of culture, significantly contributes to the confusion. 
Chfford's point that cultural difference is largely shaped by rhetoric casts focus on the 
reductive form of rhetoric adopted by Green. Stark comments such as, "They have 
entered the cash economy", simplify complex situations. Her words imply the sudden 
impact of a destmctive blow where in fact this process of change unfolds over a hundred 
years. Aboriginal communities unarguably have suffered (and still do suffer) gross 
injustice, humiliation, and loss of basic human rights as a result of European settlement. 
However it is impossible to suppose that Aboriginal communities could survive in the 
twentieth century without entering the cash economy. Green is obviously applying a 
polemical form of political rhetoric in order to gain recognition of the problems and 
injustices impacting on Aboriginal communities in Cenfral Ausfralia. However the cost of 
this form of rhetoric is a perpetuation of inaccurate stereotypes and (indirectly) a 
promotion of neo-primitivism. 
hi the light of Green's comments it is ironic, although perhaps not surprising, that a 
cmcial factor in the process towards market and institutional recognition of Kngwarreye's 
art involves sponsorship by one of Ausfralia's leading pastoral companies. The Robert 
Holmes a Court Corporation holds a number of cattle stations in Westem Ausfrahan and 
" J. Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1988. p. 14. In the Oceanic region, this approach to culture is also 
addressed in anthropological studies such as N. Thomas, Entangled Objects, Exchange, Material Culture & 
Colonialism in the Pacific, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, U.S.A., 1991. 
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the Northem Territory in the 1980s under the name of Heytesbury Beef. One of these 
stations (Mt. Sandford) is located several hundred kilomefres north of Utopia (a close 
neighbour in Territory terms of distance). The vast holdings of the Holmes a Court 
Corporation also include a major art collection developed by Robert Holmes a Court and 
his wife, Janet. The couple began collecting Austrahan art in the 1960s, and Aboriginal 
art in the 1980s, and broke new ground in Australian corporate art collecting. During the 
late 1980s the Corporation promotes the Collection extensively through a series of 
national and intemational touring exhibitions and numerous expensive exhibition 
catalogues and art publications.'^ 
Several factors arguably contribute to the Holmes a Court support for Utopia art at this 
particular time. The Mabo land rights claim, commencing in 1982, intensified legal and 
political tensions about whether Native Title might extinguish pastoral leases. Although 
Utopia land is not under contention, the relationship between pastoral companies and 
Aboriginal communities in the Northem Territory at this time is one requiring a sfrong 
sense of 'give and take' '^  Following the initiative of the Federal Government during the 
Bicentenary lead-up, pastoral interests in the Northem Territory might well consider 
sponsorship of art in Aboriginal communities as a worthy public relations exercise. 
Another factor that arguably stimulates Hohnes a Court support for Utopia art is the Wall 
Street stock-market crash of 1987. The financial collapse caused a major loss of 
confidence in multi-corporation organisations such as those confroUed by Holmes a 
Court, and the promotion of a firm asset base became critical in maintaining shareholder 
confidence. A number of journal articles emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
describing the Holmes a Court art collection as one of the financial mainstays of the 
'* Three exhibitions of Aboriginal art curated by the Corporation occur in the two years 1989/90 (the same 
time that Kngwarreye begins acrylic painting). These exhibitions are Utopia Women's Paintings at S. H. 
Ervin Gallery, Sydney, 14 April - 21 May, 1989; Contemporary Aboriginal art: from The Robert Holmes a 
Court collection, at Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, Harvard University, 22 Febmary - 25 March, 
1990, James Ford Bell Museum, University of Minnesota, 20 April - 2 June, Lakewood Center for the Arts, 
Lake Oswego, 15 June - 19 July; and Utopia, A Picture Story, 88 Silk batiks from the Robert Holmes a 
Court Collection toured to several locations in Australia and overseas. 
" An article published in The Bulletin in 1996 suggests that this spirit of 'give and take' is still on trial 
between Aboriginal communities and pastoral and mining interests. The article examines how mining 
interests and Aboriginal groups in Westem Australia "have found a way to get round "unworkable" native 
title legislation". V. Laurie, "Mabo by mutual consent". The Bulletin, April 2, 1996, p. 35. 
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holding company.^ ° Aboriginal art is still a speculative market at this time, but with the 
right support and promotion it promises a sound investment portfolio. 
As a case in point, in 1988 Heytesbury Holdings sponsor the exhibition of Utopia batiks, 
A Picture Story, that tours overseas. They also enter a joint venture with CAAMA to 
publish an expensive book regarding the batik collection and the artists. It is one of the 
most elaborate art books ever produced on the subject of Ausfralian art, let alone the 
barely recognised reahn of Aboriginal textile art. Whilst it is an exfremely worthy 
volume, its publication in retrospect seems driven more by bolstering investment 
speculation than historical expediency. 
This is perhaps a cynical view of the Hohnes a Court support for Utopia art, but these 
contexts must be taken into consideration in terms of how and why recognition of 
Kngwarreye's art takes place. The Holmes a Court Collection's early purchase of 
Kngwarreye's art has political and commercial benefits for the company, but it still 
involves a risk on the art itself. It must be noted that the Holmes a Court Collection's 
recognition of Kngwarreye's potential in the very early stages of her career, has paid 
dividends in that the Collection now holds many of the artist's early and most sought after 
paintings. 
The benefit of hindsight unveils a clearer picture of how recognition of Kngwarreye's art 
evolves in the late 1980s. Government support for Aboriginal art is officially encouraged 
in order to alleviate impending criticism regarding the Bicentenary celebrations. 
Alongside this, pastoral interests support the art industry of Utopia at a time when land 
disputes between lease-holders and Aboriginal communities across Ausfralia are looming. 
This added financial support endows Utopia acrylic painting with a much more 
substantial market profile than that of Utopia batik in the 1970s. 
°^ J. Mclllwraith, "The Hohnes a Coiurt art collection", Australian Collectors' Quarterly, August/October 
1989, pp: 21-24; C. Debes & M. Moremont, "Holmes a Court's fortunes are sinking dovra under -
following the stock market crash". International Business Week, Number 3026, December 7, 1987, 
pp: 48-50. 
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Over the remaining years of Kngwarreye's career political tensions in the national sector 
regarding Aboriginal issues continue to grow. The legal precedence set by the 1992 Mabo 
decision, and its highly public aftermath, coincide with an almost feverish period of 
interest in Kngwarreye's art; a phenomenon journalist Jane Cadzow describes as 
"Emilymania".^' In the same year that the Mabo decision is handed down, Kngwarreye 
receives the prestigious Keating Australian Artists' Creative Fellowship}^ This 
fellowship nationally honours an Ausfralian contemporary artist, and Kngwarreye is its 
first recipient. As Cadzow notes, the Ausfralian Prime Minister, Paul Keating, actually 
launches the Federal Government's Creative Nation policy at the National Gallery of 
Australia whilst standing in front of an entire wall of Kngwarreye paintings. This image 
of Ausfralia's principal political figure standing before paintings by arguably Ausfralia's 
principal Aboriginal artist is deeply symbolic of the entanglement of pohtics and 
Aboriginal art at this particular point in Ausfralian history. 
Official Government support for Aboriginal Art also impacts on public art institutions. 
The new climate of encouragement means that flmds are more readily available to 
research the history and development of Aboriginal art in the twentieth century and to 
mount substantial exhibitions. Recognition of Aboriginal art occurs immediately in 1988 
with the installation of the Aboriginal Memorial at the National Gallery of Ausfralia, (200 
burial poles from Ramingining in Amhem Land are installed in the Gallery to moum 200 
years of invasion). 1988 is also the year when Papunya artist Michael Nelson Jagamara's 
[b. c. 1949] design for the forecourt mosaic in Ausfraha's New Parhament House in 
Canberra is laid down. In the following years CUfford Possum Tjapaltjari achieves the 
first overseas solo exhibition of an Aboriginal artist (1988) and in 1990 two Aboriginal 
artists, Rover Thomas [c. 1926-88] and Trevor NickoUs [b. 1949], represent Ausfralia at 
the 1990 Venice Biennale. Two of the most notable exhibitions of Aboriginal art 
occurring after the Bicentenary are Dreamings: The Art of Aboriginal Australia that tours 
across the U.S.A in 1988/89 before showing in Adelaide, followed hy Aratjara: Art of the 
'^ J. Cadzow, "Emily's gift, The late flowering of a desert genius". The Sydney Morning Herald Good 
Weekend Magazine, August 5, 1995, pp: 30-35, 37. 
^^  The Creative Fellowship was part of the Labor Party's new Creative National policy inti-oduced in 1992 
to support and promote Australian cultural production. 
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First Australians, touring to Frankfurt, London, and Humlebaek in Denmark.^ ^ 
Kngwarreye's art undoubtedly rides the wave of this new dimension in recognition of 
Aboriginal art. 
Throughout the process of recognition of her art, Kngwarreye's Aboriginality remains a 
central focus, and no attempt is made to 'de-ethnicise' the art. The art must be interpreted 
as both essentially Aboriginal and contemporary absfraction at once, in order to dispel 
any notions that the work is simply derivative of an earlier form of abstract painting. The 
cenfrality of Aboriginality in the presentation and promotion of the art instils curiosity as 
much about Aboriginal identity as about the art itself. This curiosity generates numerous 
ethnographic accounts of the artist's life and background. 
Although Green's comments show how ethnography serves political objectives, it is 
ironic that the effect of such ethnographic accounts largely de-politicises discourse about 
Kngwarreye's art. Any exphcitly political motivations behind the art are deflected 
towards more general considerations regarding cultural authenticity, and any possible 
deliberate political sfrategy in Kngwarreye's art receives only scant attention. 
There is an element of neoprimitivism in this suppression of political purchase in 
Kngwarreye's art in an era of immense pohtical debate regarding Aboriginal rights. 
Ethnographic accounts of Kngwarreye's cultural background obviously contribute 
towards understanding the inspirations and influences upon her art, but it is the simplistic 
manner in which these accounts are presented that proves limiting and counter-
productive. The sustained rhetoric of cultural essentialism closes off any potential 
political dimensions of the art and reduces descriptions of the artist to quasi-spiritual 
anecdotes. 
This rhetoric recurs throughout discourse about Kngwarreye's art, and lingers on as late 
as May 2000.^ "* In an article pubhshed in Australia's leading art joumal, the author 
^^  B. Luthi, (ed.), Aratjara: Art of the First Australians, [ex. cat.], Kimstammlung Nordhein-Westfalen, 
Dusseldorf, Germany, 1993. P. Sutton, Dreamings: The Art of Aboriginal Australia, Viking, New York and 
Ringwood, Victoria, 1988, London, 1989. 
'^* V. King, "Utopia now, A journey to Emily's coimtry". Art and Australia, Volume 37, Number 4, 2000, 
pp: 524-5. 
discusses how Kngwarreye's "presence" is still evident at Utopia, and that "a different 
perspective exists in Utopia and is reflected in the people and thefr paintings" Readers 
are not informed exactly how the Utopia perspective differs, however they are presented 
with descriptions of a scene around Arlparra store (the only store at Utopia) where 
"elegant dark bodies" explain relationships and topography amid the pervasive red dust 
and swirling willy-willys. 
This romanticised description includes no mention of fibro-clad houses, fuel pumps, and 
children in baseball caps licking Paddle Pops that also constitute the Arlparra scene. 
Indeed, there are sfrong parallels with Green's rhetoric, mentioned previously, as the 
author confrasts the "immense (fraditional) wisdom held in Utopia" with the imprint of 
the "unrelenting speed and complexities of the modem world", evidenced by negatively-
loaded aspects such as "alcohol, fast food, diabetes, renal failure, money or non-
recyclable packaging." The latter are certainly realities of contemporary life in Utopia, 
but so are two-way education schools, satellite-based and solar powered communication, 
and four-wheel drive vehicles - all of which are minimal requirements for living in 
remote areas of Australia at this time. 
The point here is not to suggest that Utopia is in fact some form of modem-day Utopia, 
but simply to expose the lop-sided vision that this kind of description creates. The article 
ends with an appeal to cultural authenticity. The author claims "Our eyes find beauty and 
recognise authenticity in the shimmering canvases that catch a glimpse of a culture 
towards which previous generations have largely been blind or ignorant", and (perversely) 
recommends that "we need to penefrate (the) mirages of sentimentality, assumptions and 
preconceptions."^^ This last point is well made, but apparently not heeded by the author 
herself. 
25 V. King, "Utopia now, A joumey to Emily's country", op. cit., p. 524. 
*^ Ibid. 
" Ibid 
28 Ibid., p. 525. 
64 
Although not intended, the manner in which quasi-ethnographic accounts are applied to 
Kngwarreye's art creates a form of 'dumbing-down' of the artwork, particularly when 
compared to critical frameworks applied to modemist absfraction. If Aboriginal beliefs 
regarding the Dreaming are deemed relevant to the conceptual basis of Kngwarreye's 
artwork, they are not discussed with the same degree of critical rigour as, for example, the 
theosophy underwriting Piet Mondrian's geometric absfraction, or theological 
underpinnings of Vincent Van Gogh's [1853-90] spiritualism.^^ Whilst an understanding 
of such Aboriginal beliefs may not be quite as accessible as the aforementioned westem 
beliefs, there are sufficient anthropological studies on Aboriginal religion, and sufficient 
Aboriginal people willing to explain them, to substantiate a much greater depth of critical 
study. Resort to ethnography does not have to advance cultural essentialism, but can be 
used to expand scholarship on the diverse motivations of a contemporary Aboriginal 
artist. 
As mentioned previously, it is ironic that the very cultural essentialism that grounds a 
political Aboriginal identity is also responsible for de-politicising discourse regarding 
Aboriginal art. This development is evident as far back as 1946, when New York's 
Museum of Modem Art curated a survey exhibition of indigenous cultures from the 
Pacific War theafre.^ ^ Jennifer Phipps describes how this exhibition completely erased the 
immediate context of World War 2 in the presentation of this art. Phipps writes: 
Covarmbais (the curator) constmcted appropriate displays, including red and 
yellow walls symbolic of rock and sand for the Ausfralian Aboriginal section. 
This suggested an art associated with wild, untouched nature. No allusion was 
made to the fact that Ausfralian Aboriginal people had had direct experience of 
the war; among other things, they had been evacuees from Japanese bombing 
raids and had worked for the Armed Forces.^ ^  
Considering that preparations for this 1946 exhibition occurred during a period of 
fraumatic conflict in the Pacific region, the lack of any reference to the political situation 
^' M. Tuchman, "Hidden Meanings in Abstract Art", The spiritual in art: abstract painting 1890 - 1985, 
M. Tuchman with J. Freeman, [ex. cat.], Los Angeles Country Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California, 
U.S.A., Abbeville Press, New York, 1986, pp: 17-62. 
°^ J. Phipps, "Reflections on Aboriginal art, assimilation and land rights" Art Monthly Australia, Number 4, 
October 1998, pp: 22-25. 
" Ibid., p. 22. 
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suggests how the ethnographic framework effectively evacuates political contexts. As 
Phipps mentions, references to the war are apparent in numerous Aboriginal artworks 
from that period, particularly in areas where the impact of the war was severe such as 
Amhem Land in the Northem Territory. 
It is actually art discourse's appropriation of ethnography that is at fault. Ethnographic 
accounts are lifted out of their disciplinary contexts and fransported into exhibition 
didactics where they offer only simplistic and sketchy glimpses of an exotic culture. 
Ethnographic accounts of Kngwarreye's life effectively promote a wilful ambiguity in the 
presentation of her art rather than providing information, as the quote infroducing this 
chapter illustrates. This particular quote is used as a welcoming banner to QAG's 
Kngwarreye retrospective, and is the only text accompanying the opening photo-essay in 
the exhibition catalogue. It is described as Kngwarreye's most definitive statement about 
her work, but says nothing beyond naming Kngwarreye's principal Dreamings and 
implying that these Dreamings are the subject of her painting. Anne Marie Brody's 
catalogue essay goes some way towards explaining why this statement is important in 
terms of indigenous law and authority, but this explanation is buried within the body of 
the catalogue and does little to diminish the rather meaningless effect of the infroductory 
banner. 
Claiming this quote as a definitive statement, when few can understand what it actually 
defines, is not helpful. Kngwarreye actually did make far more 'definitive' statements 
about her art, as a continuous video-clip played during the exhibition illusfrates. The 
translation quotes Kngwarreye as saying (whilst pointing to one of her paintings) "This is 
my country, mine, mine,.... I have the responsibility for it and to look after it for my 
children."^^ This quote could easily supplant the "Whole lot" quote as a definitive 
statement by the artist, and would at least incorporate the ongoing land ownership issues 
so pertinent to Kngwarreye's generation. 
^^  J. Phipps, "Reflections on Aboriginal art, assimilation and land rights", op. cit., p. 22. 
^^  F. Torres & H. Ebes, personal viderecordings, op. cit. 
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The 'Whole lot" quote takes on almost legendary status and circulates profusely in 
literature responding to the exhibition, and beyond.''"' A book review of the exhibition 
catalogue employs this quote as its title, with the author of the review incorrectly statuig 
that this quote is "Her one comment about her art" ^ ^ The 'whole lot' concept offers a 
way for merging the esoteric wisdom of an Anmatyerre/Alywarre elder with the esoteric 
wisdom of an artistic genius, as the following excerpt from this review illusfrates: 
Her painting is the meeting place between the tangible, physical world and the 
spiritual, symbolic world. Kngwarreye is like a medieval rehgious artist who 
makes art out of faith, who is versed in doctrine and also illuminated by it. What 
gives her paintings strength is that she is so very much in charge of what she 
paints. There seems no hesitation, only vigor, inspiration and command.^ ^ 
The contradictory nature of this merger of Kngwarreye as 'Desert Genius' (as she is 
described in Cadzow's previously mentioned article^^) becomes apparent in the 
concluding paragraphs of this review: 
Aboriginal art appeals to us because it speaks confidently and unashamedly of the 
spirit and of sacred places, in an art world dominated by confusion and 
souUessness. Kngwarreye's paintings represent and define creativity by their sense 
of touch, surely painting's most precious and human element... 
Finally, whether Kngwarreye's paintings are Aboriginal makes no difference. My 
experience of her work is based on its aesthetic merits. I have never visited the 
part of Ausfralia she paints, and I don't understand the significance of the images 
and references she uses. Kngwarreye bestows in plenty the gifts of art: 
franscendence, illumination and sheer visual pleasure. 
The extraordinary shift between Aboriginal art speaking to us confidently and 
unashamedly, to saying nothing whatsoever, typifies the confradictory nature of this 
discourse. It also suggests why the enigma of interpreting Kngwarreye's art becomes the 
^* A book on Aboriginal art published in 1999 again uses this quote to introduce a short biography of 
Kngwarreye. S. McCuUoch, Contemporary Aboriginal Art, A guide to the rebirth of an ancient culture, 
Allen & Unwin, St. Leonards, N.S.W., 1999, p. 87. 
^^  J. Burke, "That's what I paint: whole lot". The (Melbourne) Age, June 13, 1998, Exti-a/Books supplement, 
p. 10. 
^*Ibid. 
^^  J. Cadzow, "Desert Genius", op. cit. 
^^  J. Burke, op. cit. 
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focus of several serious critical approaches to her art. The kind of confused logic 
illustrated above simply demands attention. 
Basing an understanding of Kngwarreye's art on "its aesthetic merits" is another key 
factor in 'framing' the paintings for recognition. During the late 1980s, there are still 
lingering doubts in art institutions about whether, or how. Aboriginal visual culture 
should be exhibited in art museums, and any attempt to promote Desert Painting must 
confront these doubts and attempt to alter such perceptions. Up until the mid-1980s 
Aboriginal art entertains only a tentative presence in art museums, and this is generally in 
the nature of objects created by traditional methods. 
The only precedent for a 'Desert Genius' is that posed by the water-colour artist from 
Hermannsburg in Central Ausfraha, Albert Namatjira [1902-59]. Namatjira is originally 
deemed a desert genius when his work first appears in metropolitan art galleries during 
the 1940s. However, the artist's use of a westem aesthetic and technique subsequently 
attracts criticism for being the product of assimilation and cultural degeneracy.^ ^ An 
ensuing discourse preoccupied with cultural essentialism is not capable of relating to 
Namatjira's watercolour art in terms of any "essence' of culture, and the art is therefore 
deemed to lack cultural authenticity. There is no propensity to identify a basis of 
innovation in Aboriginal culture within this mindset, and Namatjira's art is rendered as an 
embarrassing symbol of cultural assimilation. 
This cultural essentialism is still apparent when Kngwarreye's art appears, however there 
is now a mood to accommodate innovation within this framework. The problem is that 
this acceptance is in name only, and there are few methods for interpreting irmovation in 
Kngwarreye's art. When Kngwarreye's art appears Desert Painting has an established, 
although uncertain, acceptance in Australian art history. Kngwarreye's quasi-modemist 
aesthetic risks the same fate as that of Namatjira's watercolours, but it has the advantage 
of some accmed wisdom regarding cross-cultural developments in Aboriginal art. 
^' I. McLean, White Aborigines, Identity Politics in Australian Art, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, U.K., 1998, pp: 98-103. 
68 
The first art dealers to represent Kngwarreye's art shrewdly absorb this 'recognition 
problem' by presenting the dual identity of a celebrated cultural elder and intuitive artistic 
genius. The catalogue for Kngwarreye's second Melboume solo exhibition in 1990 
demonsfrates how this duality is achieved.'*" Two short texts provide some background to 
the artist. One asserts her "considerable cultural authority", whilst the other addresses her 
singular artistic originality. The text reads: 
Emily Kngwarreye('s)... paintings are as individual as they are bold. Two of the 
most striking elements of Emily's paintings are the blazing power of her imagery 
and her total lack of artistic conformity. It is the individuality, resolve and sheer 
force of personality which are the hallmarks of her work, and which command our 
attention and ultimately our respect."" 
These two forms of authenticity, one "Aboriginal' and the other modemist, are used as 
mutual reinforcement, and infroduce the phenomenon that Roger Benjamin subsequently 
identifies as a "new modemist genius" ^ '^ Utopia Art Sydney, the principal Sydney outlet 
for Utopia art, publishes a booklet entitled Australia's First International Art Movement 
in the same month as this Melboume exhibition. In this booklet the co-authors, 
Christopher Hodges and Michael Boulter, make note of growing intemational interest in 
contemporary Aboriginal art despite a history of poor representation."*^ It is interesting 
that they identify this poor representation as the reason for Aboriginal art not being 
considered "on an equal footing with white art", and discuss how Aboriginal art has been 
integrated with other forms of contemporary art overseas. Examples given include the 
"Papimya Tula" exhibition at John Weber Gallery in the United States that also exhibits 
other forms of contemporary art such as Minimalism, Conceptual Art, and Earth Art. 
The two "intemational movements" discussed in this booklet are acrylic paintings from 
Papunya Tula and Utopia. Aboriginal acrylic painting is thus drawn into the canon of 
'"* Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Emily Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.]. Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, Melboume, 1990. The 
contributors to this catalogue include the owner of the gallery, Gabrielle Pizzi, and Janet Holt. Holt, along 
with her husband Donald, owned a pastoral property adjoining Utopia, and knew Kngwarreye personally 
through ongoing dealings with the community. 
*• Ibid. 
*^ R. Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", op. cit., p. 47. 
*^ M. Boulter & C. Hodges, Australia's First International Art Movement, Utopia Art Sydney, Sydney 
N.S.W., 1990. 
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twentieth century intemational art, but given a privileged position in that it is Ausfraha's 
first "authentic' inclusion into this canon. 
Visual similarities between Ausfralia's desert acryhc paintings and modemist absfraction 
are taken to give credit to this intemationahst element. However the problem of 
rationalising any commonality between these two visual languages remains. This 
problem manifests in reviews about Kngwarreye's art with descriptions such as "Absfract 
enigma" and "pecuhar genius", and becomes the basis for much of the critical analysis of 
the art.""* The question arises that if this artwork does fall under the category of 
absfraction, then does it communicate in the same manner as its Euroamerican 
counterparts and if so, what does this mean for teleological arguments about modemist 
abstraction within Art History? 
Some of the more complex responses to these questions will be dealt with in following 
chapters, but for now the concem is to identify how all of these incongruous elements are 
forged into a framework of recognition that constantly fails to secure its subject. The 
only commonality between all elements appears to be a rhetoric of othemess, or an 
appreciation of cultural 'distance'. Recognition of Kngwarreye's paintings as Art is 
largely dependent on recognition of the artwork as Aboriginal. This means that there 
needs to be some autonomous Aboriginality about the paintings in order that they escape 
the charge of being derivative, or simply decorative. This Aboriginality gives the artwork 
significance, but so too does its apparently modemist aesthetic. It is clear that recognition 
of Kngwarreye's Aboriginal art depends on the co-existence of two very different, and 
largely irreconcilable frameworks the ethnographic and modemist. Within these 
frameworks the art localises a fusion between wider discourses about cultural ethics and 
contemporary aesthetics, and re-stages many of the enigmas of cultural pluralism. 
Politics of Recognition 
This discussion regarding frameworks of recognition imposed on Kngwarreye's art 
^ L. Martin-Chew, "A credit to Kngwarreye's peculiar genius", The Australian, February 20, 1998, p. 16, 
and S. Smidi, "Abstract enigma", The Courier Mail (Brisbane), December 25, 1998, p. 25. 
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demonsfrates how confradictions arise from contemporary imperatives to respect cultural 
difference and to seek understanding of different cultures. These imperatives are manifest 
in society as a demand for recognition of non-hegemonic cultures amid acknowledgement 
that these latter cultures disturb and disorientate westem canons of knowledge. New 
canons have formed around these imperatives under the names of multiculturalism, post-
coloniahsm, or globalism, etc., and the politics of recognition emerges as a defining 
characteristic of contemporary cultural discourse. The cultural theorist, Charles Taylor, 
examines this politics of recognition in some depth, and his analysis is pertinent to this 
thesis in its attempts to fathom the origins of confradictions underlying contemporary 
cross-cultural discourse.''^  
Taylor identifies the demand, or need, for recognition as a driving force of contemporary 
pohtics because it is intrinsic to how the modem individuals and cultural groups identify 
themselves. This demand for recognition is seen as a distinctly modem phenomenon 
originating with new understandings of individual identity that emerge in the late 
eighteenth century, and are first articulated in the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau."*^  
Taylor argues that Rousseau's writings express the onset of a "massive subjective turn of 
modem culture" whereby notions of identity are generated in a beUef in an individual 
sense of morality rather than an extemally-determined order of values."*^  This 
fundamental shift in attitude rests partially on a newly emerging ideal of authenticity, or a 
sense that there is "a certain way of being human that is my way" "*^  Modem notions of 
individuahsm and cultural authenticity are embedded in this consciousness of inner 
selfhood. However, Taylor also identifies the ideal of authenticity as being profoundly in 
conflict with the ideal of equal recognition, or egalitarianism, that also underwrites 
Rousseau's philosophy of modem liberalism. 
"^  C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", Multiculturalism, Examining the Politics of Recognition, A. 
Gutman, (ed. & intro.), Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1994., pp: 25-73. 
** Taylor specifically cites J-J. Rousseau, Les Reveries dupromeneur solitaire, and"Cinquieme 
Promenade ", Oeuvres completes. Volume 1, Number 1047, Gallimard, Paris, 1959. 
*' C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 28. 
*' Ibid., p. 30. 
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This profound confradiction at the heart of modem liberaUsm is articulated by Taylor by 
pitting the monological nature of an inwardly-generated identity against what he 
perceives as the "fundamentally dialogical character" of human hfe rendered almost 
invisible by the ideal of authenticity."*^ Following George Herbert Mead, Taylor draws on 
the importance of a dialogue with "significant others" in the process of self-
determination, and of how we become "fiiU human agents ... through our acquisition of 
rich human languages of expression" °^ Art, gesture, and the like are uicluded with the 
spoken word in this definition of "languages" Taylor argues that the ideal of authenticity 
not only erases the dialogical nature of identity, but is also incommensurate with the 
inherent relativity of the principle of egalitarianism embedded in Rousseau's democratic 
ideals. The contradiction becomes clearer when Taylor hones the discussion towards the 
concept of difference. He argues that the ideal of authenticity demands a respect for 
individual and unique difference, whereas the principle of equal recognition requires a 
form of "difference-blindness", or an assumption of non-discrimination.^' This point is 
elaborated thus: 
With the politics of equal dignity, what is estabhshed is meant to be universally 
the same, an identical basket of rights and immunities; with the politics of 
difference, what we are asked to recognize is the unique identity of this individual 
or group, their distinctness from everyone else. The idea is that it is precisely this 
distinctness that has been ignored, glossed over, assimilated to a dominant or 
majority identity. And this assimilation is the cardinal sin against the ideal of 
authenticity. 
Taylor is arguing that the principle of egalitarianism requires an assimilation of difference 
that is itself antithetical to a respect for difference. This confradictory stance towards 
difference in modem liberalism is evident in the particular political contexts of this thesis. 
In the aforementioned Mabo case regarding Aboriginal land rights, the defence counsel 
argued that upholding the doctrine of terra nullius confravenes a Federal commitment 
towards nondiscrimination as legislated in the Racial Discrimination Act 1975.^^ 
"' C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 32. 
^"Ibid. 
'^ Ibid., p. 40. 
^^  Ibid., p. 38. 
^^  C. Bourke & H. Cox, "Two Laws: One Land", Aboriginal Australia, C. Bourke et. al., (eds.), op. cit., 
pp: 49-64. 
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However, Native Title itself rests on a discriminating principle of ethnic and cultural 
difference, i.e. particular individuals and cultures have particular rights to land title 
simply on the basis of their 'different' ethnicity. 
There is obviously a great deal more at stake in the issue of Native Title than a 
confradiction regarding recognition of cultural difference, however the point does 
illustrate Taylor's argument. As Taylor himself suggests: 
Where the politics of universal dignity fought for forms of nondiscrimination that 
were quite "blind" to the ways in which citizens differ, the politics of difference 
often redefines nondiscrimination as requiring that we make these distinctions the 
basis of differential freatment.^"* 
This confradiction within modem liberaUst philosophies creates a vulnerability ripe for 
exploitation. Such exploitation is arguably evident in the formation of the Ausfralian 
national political party, called One Nation, in Queensland in April 1997.^ ^ One Nation 
gained considerable media attention around this time by targeting this very confradiction 
within the politics of cultural difference. One Nation's speechwriters employed a 
reductive form of rhetoric that simplifies complex issues and promotes misleading 
stereotypes of both Aboriginal people and so-called 'mainsfream' or 'grass-roots' 
Ausfralians.^ ^ The party called for a "One Nation" policy that freats all citizens equally 
and dispenses with special privileges for minority groups. 
This 'unfafr freatment' of ordinary Australians becomes a recurring and highly publicised 
theme in the media. It coincides with the later years of Kngwarreye's career, and the 
period after her death when preparations for the refrospective exhibition of her art are 
under way. (One Nation's relative popularity with certain sectors of the pubhc and media 
at this time fuels tensions regarding Aboriginal land rights and Reconciliation in general, 
^* C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 39. 
^' B. Grant, (ed.), Pauline Hanson: One Nation and Australian Politics, University of New England Press, 
Armidale,N.S.W.,c.l997. 
*^ In her maiden speech to Federal Parhament in 1996, Hanson launches her appeal to "mainstream" 
Australians. S. Balson, Inside One Nation, Interactive Publications, Sydney, 2000, p. 11. 
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and must be factored into considerations of why the Queensland Art Gallery failed to 
secure a major sponsor for the refrospective.) 
Taylor's thesis about cultural difference and its assimilation are also relevant to criticisms 
about Kngwarreye's assimilation to the modemist canon. A politics of difference insists 
that her art be considered in terms of its autonomous Aboriginality, yet the principle of 
equal recognition requires the work not be excluded from the contemporary art canon 
simply on the basis of its non-Euroamerican origins. It becomes obvious that what is 
really at issue here is how hegemonies are determined, or how far a respect for difference 
can be accommodated before becoming a privileged sector, or a threat to equality. 
Taylor's philosophical problem evolves more as a matter of judgement than of principles 
per se, and he ultimately resorts to the philosophy of Immanuel Kant in order to pursue a 
path beyond this impasse of confradictions. 
The latter half of Taylor's analysis is a fascinating attempt to apprehend a "balanced 
reciprocity" between two fimdamental imperatives of modem liberalism; a demand for 
CO 
equal recognition and for recogmtion of difference. Taylor views the problem in terms 
of how "equality of esteem requires a tight unity of purpose that seems to be incompatible 
with any differentiation" ^^  He also speculates on how the universahsing quality of 
liberahst egahtarianism may itself be nothing more than a "pragmatic confradiction", or 
in other words what amounts to a hegemony dressed up as plurahsm.^° Any theory 
advocating universahsm is open to such a challenge in that the theory implicitly speaks 
for all and can be regarded as homogenisation that erases difference. Interpretations of 
Kngwarreye's art that seek refuge in universahsm, claiming the paintings communicate 
through a universal code of visual expression in the form of absfraction, surrender to this 
challenge. Such universahst theories may offer a tidy stmcturing of how Kngwarreye's 
artworks communicate to non-indigenous audiences, but they also configure yet another 
form of neo-colonialism. The question still arises Whose universahsm? 
^^  QAG's Kngwarreye retrospective is dealt with more fully in Chapter Three. 
*^ C. Taylor, "Politics of Recogmtion". op. cit., p.47. 
''Ibid. 
*" Ibid., p. 50. 
74 
Although Taylor does not articulate it as such, "balanced reciprocity" emerges as a 
dynamic paradox in the collective consciousness of cross-cultural politics. The paradox 
concems how demands for recognition evoked by a politics of difference rely on a 
suspension of judgement, or differentiation. This implies that the basis of a pragmatic 
liberalism is not that we are all judged equal, but that we are not judged at all. Taylor 
argues that judging all individuals and cultures to be of equal worth does not instil respect 
but rather leads to a pafronising form of politics, and that: 
the act of declaring another culture's creations to be of worth and the act of 
declaring oneself on their side, even if their creations aren't all that unpressive, 
become indistinguishable. The difference is only in the packaging. Yet the first is 
normally understood as a genuine expression of respect, the second often as 
unsufferable patronizing. The supposed beneficiaries of the politics of 
recognition, the people who might actually benefit from acknowledgement, make 
a cmcial distinction between the two acts. They know that they want respect, not 
condescension. Any theory that wipes out the distinction seems at least prima 
facie to be distorting cmcial facets of the reality it purports to deal with.^' 
Taylor locates the heart of the issue here with the challenge that "if the judgement of 
value is to register something independent of our own wills and desires, it cannot be 
dictated by a principle of ethics"^^ This is to say that value or worth cannot be 
determined by a code of ethics. In terms of the particularities of this thesis, Taylor's 
argument suggests that the terms of cultural ethics and aesthetic judgement are 
incommensurate. This implies that the two most vital discursive frameworks involved in 
recognition of Kngwarreye's art are fundamentally irreconcilable. In the absence of 
ethical principles, Taylor questions what can serve as a standard for judgement that resists 
accusations of hegemonic imposition. A 'Holy Grail' emerges in the form of a universal 
standard that supports an equal playing field whereby meaningful respect and rational 
understanding can take place. 
Taylor pursues this quest by creating a split between private and public judgement, or in 
Kantian terms, judgement that can be collectively rationalised and judgement that rests on 
an individual's principles or beUefs. The universal standard that emerges out of this 
*' C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit, pp: 70-1. 
"Ibid.,p. 69. 
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discussion is based on Kant's philosophy of human dignity, and the idea that the very 
essence of being human is that all humans have the potential to rationalise and judge for 
oneself. This idea of dignity proposes the unique human capacity of self-determination as 
the only sustainable universal, and Taylor claims that any political bill of rights or poUcy 
of equal recognition should respect this franscendent hwraasx potential. The finer points of 
Taylor's argument are worthy of more consideration, however what is most pertinent for 
this discussion is how this focus on potential instils a subtle but profound temporal shift 
in the argument from what is, to what can be. That which calls for respect is no longer an 
essence of being, but a potential of being, and does not require a judgement of value but a 
commitment to consider. 
The conceptual shift from essence to potential effects a suspension of judgement, and it is 
the practicality of this state of suspended judgement that arguably is the greatest challenge 
for contemporary cross-cultural discourse. James Clifford's words, quoted earlier in the 
chapter, truncate this state of suspended judgement in his claim that a whole stmcture of 
expectations are thrown in doubt by an indeterminate cultural difference contingent on 
power and rhetoric rather than essence.^ ^ These conceptual changes suggest that the late 
twentieth century's "global village' represents a community stridently learning to live 
with doubt and 'open-ended' understandings of its own "world picture' Taylor does not 
articulate the temporal shift as such, but he is fiiture-orientated when he speaks of the 
importance of a presumption regarding cultural difference rather than an essence, and 
concludes his discussion with the following: 
what the presumption (of human potential for self-determination) requires of us is 
not peremptory and inauthentic judgements of equal value, but a willingness to be 
open to comparative cultural study of the kind that must displace our horizons in 
the resulting fusions. What it requires above all is an admission that we are very 
far away from the ultimate horizon from which the relative worth of different 
cultures might be evident. This would mean breaking with an illusion that still 
holds many "multiculturalists" - as well as their bitter opponents in its grip.^ ^ 
The distance from this "ultimate horizon" of realised relativity is infinitely measured by 
suspended judgement. Taylor is (arguably) suggesting that a reconciliation of cultures is 
63 J. CHfiford, The Predicament of Culture, op. cit., p. 14. 
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an "illusion" held by many muhiculturalists, but the focus of pragmatic cultural pluralism 
should be its willingness to constantly change or, dare one say, deconstruct itself. The 
term, deconstruction, is contentious here because Taylor launches an attack on 
deconstmction theory in the final stages of his analysis, as though he can sense his 
proximity to its thesis and clearly dreads it. 
Taylor criticises what he calls "half-baked neo-Nietzschean theories ... deriving 
frequently from Foucault or Derrida" for their claims that "all judgements of worth are 
based on standards that are ultimately imposed by and further entrench stmctures of 
power" ^^  Taylor suggests that these theories attempt to escape the problem of privileged 
judgement by "turning the entire issue into one of power and counterpower."^^ Taylor's 
attack on deconstmction theory is lamentably an example of that recurring reductive 
rhetoric that simplifies complex issues, and his accusation of escapism is both unfair and 
inaccurate. The dynamics of power and counterpower is definitely a cenfral theme of 
Foucauldian theory, however it is woven into an epistemological reflexivity that closely 
parallels Taylor's own appeal for "willingness to be open to comparative cultural 
study" ^ ^ The criticism against Derrida is particularly unmerited, as power is not cenfral 
to his body of ideas at all. Jacques Derrida's writings do cenfre on a process of 
deconstmction that constantly alters the standards of judgement - a process that 
accommodates Taylor's invocation of presumption rather than essence. This point will be 
discussed fiirther in Chapters Four and Five as deconstmction theory is vitally concemed 
with the issues of imposed perspectives and standards of interpretation and judgement -
all of which agitate reception of Kngwarreye's art. 
However, at this particular point of the discussion it is how the tensions between the 
demand for recognition and the necessity to suspend judgement are dealt with, that is 
most relevant to recognition of Kngwarreye's art. Taylor describes a number of 
^ C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 73. 
^' C. Taylor, "Politics of Recogmtion", op. cit., p. 70. 
'^  Ibid. 
*^  A brief but useful discussion regarding Foucault's post-structuralist 'positivism' appears in, T. Hansen 
"Inside the Romanticist Episteme" Thesis Eleven, Volume, 48, February 1997, p. 22. 
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conceptual and political catalysts that in some way overcome the impasse of suspended 
judgement, hi the context of Canadian cultural politics, he refers to the "notwithstanding 
clause" and the "distinct society" clause that are proposed on the basis that they over-ride 
decisions of the Court based on the Canadian Charter in order to uphold Quebec's right to 
self-determination. These clauses effectively suspend Charter-based determinations of 
justice in the pursuit of recognition of difference. The validity of these clauses is 
obviously widely disputed in the legislative courts of Canada. However, their presence 
attests to a certain presumed neutrality, or as Taylor suggests, following Ronald Dworkin, 
they are the effect of a liberal society that, "adopts no particular substantive view about 
the ends of life .. .(but is) rather, united around a strong procedural commitment to freat 
people with equal respect" In a footnote Taylor also refers to Will Kymlicka's theory of 
liberal neufrality that addresses the needs of existing cultures by refraining from, or 
remaining neufral, on certain fimdamental principles. 
These pragmatic concepts of the "notwithstanding clause" and liberal neufrality are 
facilitators for determinations that definitively lack criteria for judgement. They are 
catalysts that initiate determinations but also remain strategically beyond these 
determinations. The precise definition of a catalyst is worth considering here in order to 
examine its role in this process. A catalyst is defined as a substance that increases the rate 
of a chemical reaction without itself suffering any permanent chemical change.^ ^ This 
means that it causes interaction but does not interact itself as it has a certain core of 
neufrality. In terms of discourse analysis these catalysts might be thought of as empty 
signifiers. Neutral or empty signifiers offer a pragmatic device to cause discursive 
momentum, just as the "notwithstanding clause" is a pragmatic legal device used to 
overcome the impasse between recognition of difference and equal recognition. 
The concept of an empty signifier offers an interesting expansion on the notion of an 
enigmatic object of discourse. It also returns discussion to the issue of anchorage 
mentioned briefly in Chapter One. hi his book. Signifying Nothing, The Semiotics of Zero, 
** C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit, p. 56. 
^' Collins English Dictionary, Australian Edition, Third Edition, Harper Collins, Sydney, 1979, 1986, 
1991, p. 254. 
78 
Brian Rotman elaborates on the concept of an empty signifier. ^ ° Rotman's objective is to 
consider the notion of "absence of origin" in fundamental systems of communication and 
exchange. He addresses three common semiotic systems: the decimal numeric system; 
linear perspective in figurative painting; and the fiscal language of monetary exchange. 
Rotinan describes how these codes of numbers, vision, and money, hinge on a meta-sign 
"that both initiates the signifying system and participates within it as a constituent sign" '^ 
These meta-signs are respectively the numeral Zero, the vanishing point, and imaginary or 
virtual money (specifically discussed in terms of the Eurodollar). Rotinan explains how 
these meta-signs act as agents to initiate a system of exchange based on the premise that 
"a field of entities [is] assumed to exist anterior to the process of assignation" ^^  The 
existence of tangible origins of value is emphatically described as an assumption, an 
assumption created by the credibility of the meta-sign. 
For perspectival painting this a priori field of entities arises from mimetic representation's 
illusion that the painted image reflects a palpable pre-existing world. For the meta-sign of 
virtual money, it is the assumed reserve of gold bullion held by treasuries; and for the 
numeric concept of Zero, it is an algebraic notion of a gap, or pause, between elements of 
coimting. These elements are only assumed, and are not proven or determined. Rotman 
argues that the agency of the meta-sign relies on its capacity to sustain a "highly 
convincing illusion" or an "original fiction" that some prior reality actually exists, and it 
is this credibility that allows the system to become creative and autonomous. This 
"credibility' is clearly an economy of faith, and it is here that the empty signifier coincides 
with Taylor's position on legal facilitators. 
When Taylor shifts his argument from the specifics of Canadian politics to a more 
general cultural pohtics, he suggests that a presumption of equal worth is by no means 
unproblematic, but involves "something like an act of faith" ''^ He also claims that this 
™ B. Rotman, Signifying Nothing, The Semiotics of Zero, Stanford University Press, Stanford California, 
1993. 
' ' B. Rotman, Signifying Nothing, op. cit., p. 27. 
''Ibid. 
'' Ibid. 
'* Ibid., p. 66. 
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presumption is a "starting hypothesis" with which to approach the study of other cultures. 
Although not specifically stated, this presumption also invokes neufrality; indeed it must 
if it is to escape the problems discussed previously. This neufral presumption or starting 
hypothesis is very similar to Rotman's "originating fictions". As sfrategies, there is little 
difference between Taylor's "starting hypothesis" and Rotinan's "originating fiction" 
Both theorists allude to these meta-signs, or empty signifiers, as procedural facilitators 
that encourage and anchor a discourse or system of communication without/?roq/"of their 
own value.^ ^ 
The concept of the empty signifier relates to Kngwarreye's art in terms of how it 
conceptualises the role of her art in discourse. The artworks appear to function as a 
starting hypothesis for cross-cultural dialogue, even though the paintings themselves, 
within their particular frameworks of recognition, lack (in the first instance) any basis for 
'dialogue' The artworks are recognised for being something that cannot be rationalised, 
but it is the role of this art that is arguably more significant than its "essence' The 
occasion of Emily Kngwarreye's art, because of its particular qualities and contexts, 
stimulate misrecognition but also anticipate a reahn of sharing between different cultures. 
The initial appeal of Kngwarreye's art is therefore based on a suspension of judgement, 
but it also demands judgement because of the appeal. This dialectic response is dealt with 
more thoroughly in Chapter Four, but it is worth noting at this point how it is a cmcial 
factor in generating Kngwarreye's enigmatic aesthetic. 
The remaining section of this chapter pays heed to how the theme of demand for 
recognition suggests a strategic objective in Kngwarreye's art practice, and how this 
possible motivation is largely suppressed by pre-occupations with essences and 
authenticity in reception of her art. 
Recognition and Authenticity 
" Taylor adopts this 'procedural' concept from Ronald Dworkian, Taking Civil Rights Seriously and 
"Liberalism", Public and Private Morality, S. Hampshire, (ed.), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
U.K., 1978, C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 56. 
80 
The foregoing discussion demonsfrates how ideals of authenticity ground modem identity 
formation and continue to preside over ongoing processes and politics of recognition. The 
value of authenticity remains deeply embedded in how we recognise each other, and 
ourselves. Taylor claims that non-recognition of marginalised or sub-altem cultural 
groups leads to poor self-esteem and an oppression "imprisoning someone in a false, 
distorted, and reduced mode of being" ^ ^ This presupposes a paradoxical paradigm of 
identity as an externally determined essence or authenticity, hmer selfhood is measured 
by the degree of recognition of others. Taylor's argument demonsfrates how this paradox 
is one of the most problematic undercurrents of contemporary cultural discourse. 
Taylor's argument regarding the modem imperative for recognition is convincing, and 
provokes curiosity as to why this imperative does not gain more consideration in 
discourse about Kngwarreye's art. Much attention is devoted to how Kngwarreye's 
artworks concem Anmatyerre/Alywarre Country and womanhood, but these themes are 
largely contextualised as affirmation of cultural authenticity rather than as a deliberate 
political sfrategy to gain recognition. This is strange considering the political contexts of 
this artwork. The legal doctrine of terra nullius initiates «oM-recognition of Aboriginal 
land ownership and identity, and attempts to invahdate this doctrine are at the heart of 
Aboriginal land claims across the country. It is conceivable that demand for recognition 
of land rights is the only explicit theme of Kngwarreye's art, however interpretations of 
the art as a form of political activism atfract only scant mention in the ensuing discourse 
about the work. 
The twentieth century Aboriginal battle for land ownership haunts every aspect of this 
thesis, as it should, and Kngwarreye's personal battle for land ownership begins this 
particular path of enquiry. In 1979 Kngwarreye participates in giving evidence of awelye 
(women's ceremony) as part of the Utopia Land Claim.''Utopia is estabhshed as a 
pastoral lease in 1923 and sold to the Cenfral Land Council in 1978. The Council 
subsequently re-leases the land to the Anmatyerre, Alywarra and Katyeye owners of 
territory falling within Utopia boundaries. These communities instigate formal 
*^ C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 25. 
^^  J. Isaacs, "Anmatjerre Artist", Emily Kngwarreye Paintings, op. cit, p. 18. 
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proceedings to gain freehold title of Utopia in 1979, and parts of these proceedings are 
conducted in situ on Utopia land.'^ 
As part of these proceedings, Kngwarreye and fellow elders are required to 'prove' how 
customary body markings, sand stories, and ceremonies connect Anmatyerre and 
Alywarre people to specific areas of land pertaining to the claim. This legal evidence 
takes the form of actual demonsfrations of body painting, singing and ceremonies, along 
with written and oral evidence given by anthropologists working with the communities 
over the preceding decades. As mentioned in Chapter One, many Cenfral Ausfralian 
Aboriginal communities, including Utopia, were virtually besieged by anthropological 
field studies since the early 1970s, and to a lesser extent since the late nineteenth 
century.'^ In the years preceding the Utopia Land Claim, fimding for anthropological 
studies of Aboriginal communities in the Northem Territory increases substantially as the 
imphcations of Ausfralia's assimilationist policy become more apparent. Forced 
dislocation from fraditional lands causes cmcial mptures in how cultural fraditions 
regenerate and much effort is made to record these cultural traditions for posterity, as well 
as attempting to 'heal the wounds' inflicted by the process of assimilation. Studies such 
as Richard Moyle's Alywarra Music Songs and Society in a Central Australian 
Community involve a lengthy process of recording and interpreting a comprehensive and 
integrated picture of Alywarra fraditions.^° (Kngwarreye's name is not mentioned in this 
study although, as an elder of Anmatyerre/Alywarre heritage, she would most likely have 
been involved.) In these studies both individuals and groups are asked to re-enact story-
telling, songs, music, dance, and other forms of ritual that are accordingly taped, 
photographed, and transcribed. 
This process of recording is substantially a process of recognition of Aboriginal culture 
for the non-indigenous community. Much of this material becomes 'evidence' put 
forward in land claims in order to justify not only the rights of a certain people to a 
certain tract of land, but also to legitimate the very existence, or identity, of different 
'^ Anmatjirra & Alywarra Land Claim to Utopia Pastoral Lease, Report to the Aboriginal Land 
Commissioner, Australian Government Printing Services, Canberra, 1980. 
™ The earliest such study is W. B. Spencer & F. J. Gillen, The Native Tribes of Central Australia, London, 
Macmillan, 1899. 
'" R. M. Moyle, Alywarra Music Songs and Society in a Central Australian Community, op. cit 
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kinsfolk. In other words, these re-enactinents become the evidence by which recognition 
of a 'people' takes place, and eventually serve as evidence by which Kngwarreye's 
community successfully gains recognition of rightful ownership and freehold titie of 
Utopia. 
A photograph of Kngwarreye performuig a ceremony with her kinswomen as part of the 
evidence for the Utopia Land Claim proceedings is included in a book about the artist, 
published in 1998. The photograph is used primarily to substantiate Kngwarreye's 
cultural authenticity and status within the community, and does not pivot any significant 
pohtical discussion about the artwork. 
This evidence in the form of visual demonsfration of cultural specificity succeeds where 
previous attempts fail, and the links between visual demonsfration for whitefellas and 
legal recognition must appear productive to the claimants.^ ^ Art-making, a form of visual 
demonsfration, flows directly into this nexus. Although the first successful art project of 
batik-making at Utopia is not a fraditional practice, it becomes incorporated into the 
process of recording. Utopia women are encouraged to decorate batiks with designs 
pertaining to their Dreamings, body markings, stories and songs. The entire basis of the 
Utopia: A Picture Story project is to encourage women to record thefr own personal 
Dreamings in the form of a batik artwork. Following this, when Rodney Gooch first gives 
canvases to members of the Utopia community, the artists are again requested to paint 
aspects of their Dreamings or fraditional life. Given this infroduction to non-indigenous 
art, and in the context of how evidence is obtained for the Utopia Land Claim and various 
anthropological studies, it is conceivable that Kngwarreye regards this new form of art-
making as part of a continual process of demonsfrating visual evidence. It is further 
conceivable that she embraces the opportunity to shore up the ground (metaphorically and 
literally) her people had regained by continually reaffirming the connections between 
cultural identity and land ownership in paintings she produces specifically for whitefellas. 
" J. Isaacs, "Anmatjerre Artist", Emily Kngwarreye Paintings, op. cit. 
*^  A Council for A boriginal Rights had been in place in the Northem Territory since 1951. A. McGrath, 
(ed.). Contested Ground, Australian Aborigines and the British Crown, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1995, 
pp: 269-301. 
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Kngwarreye's exuberant artistic style and productivity is often interpreted as a will to 
share her "cultural essence' with others. But one wonders why this woman would want to 
share anything with those who had dispossessed her of land, kinfoUc and independence. If 
her work is considered as being motivated by any theme outside of financial retum, the 
political motivation to firmly embed connections between Anmatyerre/Alywarre people 
and their land in the Ausfralian consciousness goes a long way to explaining her rampant 
productivity and passionate expression. Perhaps Kngwarreye wanted to ensure the 
whitefella never loses sight of the evidence given in the Utopia land claim, and never 
forgets the legitimacy of Anmatyerre/Alywarre land ownership. Her artwork is arguably 
more comprehensible as a sustained demand for legal and moral recogmtion, than it is as 
an expression of cultural authenticity for uninitiated audiences to whom the iconography 
is largely incomprehensible. 
The theme of a sustained demand for recognition is sustainable in terms of aesthetic 
developments in the art. There is much formal evidence in the artworks to suggest that 
Kngwarreye's later paintings are simplified and radicalised extensions of a visual 
vocabulary formulated in her first years of acrylic painting. This suggests that the artist 
sustains certain themes throughout her career. For example, the so-called stripe series of 
1993 repeat the identificatory body stripes that border earlier works such as Emu 
Dreaming (1987/8) [Figure 20] and Awelye (1989) [Figure 4]. Even the all-over 
paintings are made up of a massing of dots rather than swathes of colour. As will be 
discussed in later chapters, it is the act of dotting, or the sign of 'the dot in itself, that 
bears value in traditional Aboriginal visual culture, and the fact that Kngwarreye sustains 
the dot technique throughout most of her career suggests her continued embrace of that 
signification. It is only in her final series of paintings, completed several weeks before her 
death, that Kngwarreye relinquishes what is basically a dot and line technique modified 
and mutated with extraordinary ingenuity. (As described in Chapter One, Kngwarreye's 
final series of paintings are executed using swathes of colour applied with a wide bmsh, 
as illustrated in My Country, No. 4 (1996) [Figure 27]). 
The theme of sustained recognition is also evident in Kngwarreye's own words. 
Kngwarreye says little about her art, but as previously mentioned she does speak on a 
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number of occasions about the importance of her land for future generations of her 
people.^ ^ When asked to speak about her painting, Kngwarreye refers instead to her 
people, her identity, and her land. These are quite obviously the artist's cenfral concems 
and are, arguably, implicit demands for recognition. The video-recording of the artist 
mentioned in Chapter One (taken in 1996) reinforces Kngwarreye's emphasis on this 
matter. As stated, the video shows Kngwarreye holding one of her canvases and standing 
in a fract of land that the artist regards as her particular responsibility and source of 
spirituality. '^' Kngwarreye points to the painting and then to particular areas of 
surrounding Country. Her gestures in this video are largely a re-enactment of what was 
required in giving evidence for the Utopia Land Claim. 
Consideration of Kngwarreye's art as an explicit demand for recognition, or as having 
sfrategic motivations, to some extent diminishes the status of essential purity upon which 
the artworks are initially recognised. The inner core of authenticity is jeopardised by the 
inflection of desires over essence and persuasion over value. Charles Taylor identifies the 
ideal of authenticity as cenfral to fundamental confradictions within modem liberalism, 
and as a limitation to new understandings of identity. He urges for a shift in identity 
consciousness from essence to potential. This shift away from essence provokes 
considerations of Kngwarreye's art as expressions of sfrategic objectives rather than 
cultural essence, and to some degree counteracts the de-politicisation invoked by pre-
occupations with authenticity. 
Taylor's critique of authenticity as a criterion of identity attends to a wider phenomenon 
of authenticity under siege. The devaluation of authenticity is one of the apparent 
comerstones of post-stmcturalist theory, with protagonists such as Michel Foucault and 
Jacques Derrida renegotiating the foundations of subjectivity in anti-essentialist terms of 
contingency, agency, and relativity. However, the application of this anti-essentialist tum 
also has its problems, and often deepens the sense of confradiction within determinations 
regarding cultural difference. 
'^  F. Torres & H. Ebes, personal videorecordings, op. cit. 
"* Ibid. 
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Thomas Hansen argues that despite devaluing authenticity, many users of post-
stiiicturalist theoretical language inadvertently ascribe to a lingering romanticist episteme 
that presupposes a fundamental culturalist ontology.^ ^ He describes how post-
stmcturalist applications in disciplines such as anthropology and sociology resort to a 
certain essentiahsing of the West that in tum conceives an authenticity of the 'Other'. In 
other words, the conceptual splintering of what is once conceived in European discourse 
as the East, in tum gives rise to a sfrangely homogenous West incumbent with equally 
homogenous ideologies. Hansen claims that this process of counter-othering creates a 
focus for the formation of sub-ahem identities, and is a discursive economy that bears the 
mark of "reduction of complexity, dissimulation of historical plurality, (and) flawed 
reflexivity vis-a-vis its own origins" 
Hansen's critique of applied post-stmcturalism teases out another dimension of the 
vulnerability of modem liberalism described by Taylor. He is outlining another 
dimension to the habit of stereotyping within discourse regarding cultural differences, and 
suggests that those who critique the invocation of simplistic stereotypes often reinstate 
ideals of authenticity. Hansen suggests that in order to articulate a sense of difference and 
disparity among marginalised identities, these users of post-structuralist theory 
essentiahse the West into a simplified homogenous entity whose dominant in-authenticity 
constmcts an authenticity of 'othemess' 
Hansen further argues that this lingering romanticist episteme co-habits the modem 
consciousness with positivist, materialist, teleological and other universahst schemes, 
reiterating Taylor's articulation of a confradiction between principles of authenticity and 
universahsm in modemism. Hansen adds: 
current debates always-already are posited upon the tension between these two 
epistemes, or rather, mutually reproducing discursive fields whose recurrent 
*' T. Hansen, "Inside the Romanticist Episteme", Thesis Eleven, Volume 48, Feb. 1997: 22-41. 
** Ibid., p. 22. 
*^  It must be stressed that Hansen is critical of how post-stmcturalism is put to use by certain disciplines 
rather than critical of the theories themselves. Indeed, Hansen devotes some time towards a favourable 
critique of Foucault's later writings, where the latter recognises his own position both within and beyond 
modemist paradigms. Ibid., pp: 22-3. 
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intermixtiires and re-differentiations remain a cmcial intellectual deep stmcture of 
modem Westem thought.^ * 
In more particular terms, Hansen argues that certain confradictions and ambiguities of 
identity politics are prefigured by a theoretical 'othering' of what he calls "modemity-as-
universalist-reason'; a conceptual composition that unites Enlightenment rationalism, the 
West, and modemity into one neat package. Simplifications and homogenisation of all 
that is not marginalised manifest this reductionism. In this way, 'difference' in itself 
assumes authenticity and offers "an epistemological device producing an original history 
and an ontological position revealing a radically different type of reality that subverts the 
dominant images of reality" ^^  One need only consider how often the supposedly self-
evident concept of the 'West' is invoked in contemporary discourse to take Hansen's 
point here. 
The contexts of this thesis illustrate Hansen's premise. Prior to European settlement, the 
Diaspora of indigenous communities hving on the Australian continent did not identify 
with a homogenous Aboriginality. Aboriginality emerged as a result of, and in response 
to, colonialism, and became a strategic vehicle to counter dominant images of reality, 
such as the image created by terra nullius and the Bicentenary. Hansen's argument 
suggests how an Aboriginal authenticity is fabricated out of 'radical difference' to the 
histories projected by these dominant images of reality, and provides an ideological 
power-base in the politics of recognition. 
Hansen makes several points about the problematic deference to authenticity in the 
modem politics of recognition that are most relevant to this thesis. He argues that from 
its onset, modemity is marked by a split intellectual horizon between Rational classicism 
and romantic historicism.^° The former attempts to explain and rationalise the world and 
the latter seeks understanding through deeper meanings and cultural configurations. 
(Hansen is not beyond his own accusation of simplification here, however he is 
attempting to differentiate two fundamental elements in a dialectical relationship 
inscribed in modemity, and in that sense can be allowed certain latitude.) The cenfral 
' T. Hansen, "Inside the Romanticist Episteme", op. cit., p. 23. 
' Ibid., p. 27. 
' Ibid., p. 24. 
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difference that Hansen perceives here seems to rest on the idea of suspension of 
judgement (the aUemative that does not attempt to explain and rationalise, etc.) This is, of 
course, the same fundamental tension that Taylor describes as a contradiction of modem 
liberahsm. However, Hansen's description evokes more of a dialectic than a confradiction 
as such, and he argues that this recurring dialectic subverts certain distinctions between 
modemism and its critics. He claims: 
What has been reproduced again and again in new forms over the last couple of 
centuries is an intellectual stiructure of opposition and difference between 
mutually conditioned epistemological poles sfressing either the historical and 
contextual, or identifying larger pattems and universal logics. 
Hansen goes on to describe this intellectual stmcture as an historically loaded conceptual 
grammar inherited by currently progressive theoretical languages in given fields of study 
such as post-colonialism.^^ It is here that Hansen's argument rattles the chains of certain 
enigmas in discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art. Hansen locates a re-emergence of this 
fundamental dialectic in the relationship between post-colonial and post-stmctural 
approaches to identity politics, pivoted around the issue of authenticity. He argues that 
both post-colonial and post-stmctural critiques of a Westem hegemony repatriate 
romanticist epistemes in their essentialisation of •modemity-as-universal-reason'. Post-
colonialism fransposes Rousseau's idea of "an inner and unique way of being me" from 
the individual to the cultural group, and uses post-stmcturahst essentialising of a Westem 
hegemony to authenticate its essence of difference. 
This intricate maze of essentialising, differentiating, and authenticating, characterises 
contemporary politics of recognition, and obfuscates the validity of certain sfrategies as 
strategies. This maze usefully describes the ideological complexion of frameworks for 
recognition of Kngwarreye's art, and why the unresolved issue of authenticity has serious 
consequences for the Aboriginal art market. 
" T. Hansen, "Inside the Romanticist Episteme". op. cit. 
' ' Ibid., p. 27. 
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Authenticity in the Aboriginal Art Market 
Awareness of these confradictions is not only at the level of ideology and critical theory, 
but also in public discourse. Authenticity, in particular, is the source of much debate m 
the Australian art market. Two different Ausfrahan institutions develop labels of 
authenticity to accompany the sale of Aboriginal artworks (both are eventually infroduced 
just prior to the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games). These labels are designed to authenticate 
that people of Aboriginal identity, and who have bona fide rights or permission to use the 
knowledge and designs in the artwork, have produced the artwork. The particular 
problems associated with this 'authenticating' process are outside the scope of this thesis, 
however the emergence of these labels is a direct result of the ongoing pubhc confroversy 
about authenticity in Aboriginal art over the past decade. 
A reductive form of rhetoric and tendency towards simplification are again the cause of 
much confusion about the authenticity of Aboriginal art. Authenticity is used as a blanket 
term to cover issues of collaborative authorship, cultural authenticity, and outiight fakery. 
These issues all relate to vastly different reahns of art, but are collapsed into one 
ambiguous generalisation of 'authenticity' in the public media. 
In Kngwarreye's case, a number of newspaper articles appear making accusations that 
some of her paintings are not personally produced by Kngwarreye herself, but family 
members. The collaborative execution of artworks and ceremonial items is common 
practice in Cenfral Australian Aboriginal communities, and differing understandings of 
'authorship' exist between the producers and consumers of Desert painting. In short, the 
Aboriginal understanding of authorship rests on an ownership and responsibility for 
certain provinces of knowledge (Dreamings), and the forms in which this knowledge is 
manifested. In this sense, the "author' of an artwork need not necessarily have any role in 
its actual production beyond supervising the project, or even simply granting permission 
to use the knowledge. This collaborative basis does not comply with requfrements for 
originality and individuality by either the art market or modemism in general. 
" P. Chamberlain, "A blot on the landscape of the Aboriginal art market". The Age (Melboume), September 
23, 1995, p. 20.; J. Herd, "Authentic Forgery, The Faking of Aboriginal Art", The Weekend Australian 
Review. October 7-8, 1995, pp: 1-2. 
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There are also reports that people not associated with Kngwarreye at all, and who lack the 
required permission, are producing paintings sold as 'Emilys' This is a matter of outright 
fakery, and is unrelated to issues of collaborative authorship or cultural authenticity. 
However, this 'fakery' is grafted onto a more general question of whether Kngwarreye 
herself did paint certain artworks, and all merge under the banner of 'authenticity' 
The problem of authenticity is further compounded by persistent challenges that Desert 
painters are "selling off their culture" and compromising cultural authenticity in exchange 
for financial returns. A number of critics, among them Germaine Greer, accuse the 
Aboriginal art market of engendering a commodification of Aboriginal heritage and 
diminishing the cultural vibrancy of the people.^ "* Greer claims that the commercial 
trafficking of Aboriginal art is the result of "whites (are) making aboriginal art in its own 
image - crass & heartless" ^ ^ Greer's rhetoric in the particular article where she launches 
her attack is an excellent example of the simphfications and distortions criticised by both 
Hansen and Taylor. Greer constructs a simplistic dichotomy of tmth and lies in the article, 
claiming that if Aboriginal artists are 'sharing' the Dreaming through their paintings, they 
are dissipating or "selling off their culture. On the other hand, she argues that if they are 
not sharing the Dreaming, they are telling lies, and duping the audience with a facade of 
cultural authenticity. Despite her claim to be championing the rights of Aboriginal artists, 
Greer affords no legitimate position for the Aboriginal artist in this scenario. The artists 
are either diminishing their cultural authenticity through commodification, or faking 
cultural authenticity in a duplicitous act against whitefellas. 
In order to discredit the Aboriginal art market, Greer creates a narrative about the 
Aboriginal people's loss of authenticity. Greer claims that since the first barks were sold 
to missionaries at Yirrkala, "Aboriginal artwork has represented the capitulation of 
Aboriginal creativity to European notions of what art is" ^ ^ Describing Aboriginal art as 
"monuments to a vanished culture" Greer adds that Papunya Tula artists "had lost 
94 G. Greer, "Selling off the Dreaming", Sydney Morning Herald, December 6, 1997, Spectrum p 5 
' ' Ibid. 
'^Ibid. 
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everything except the visions in their heads, but the visions were of a world afready lost" 
The apparent loss of authenticity leads Greer to suggest: 
If the art is to have 'eart (sic), it must move at its own pace. Aboriginal painting 
is of a piece with Aboriginal singing and dancing, an activity complete in itself, 
process not product. Dealers raid the preliterate imagination the way Aborigines 
themselves gather sugar-bag, tearing chunks out of the life cycle and the 
community, turning the sustenance of future generations into squalor.^ ^ 
The rhetoric of this paragraph is an insidious mix of primitivistic ignorance and contrived 
semantics. Text littered with words such as "preliterate", "tearing chunks", and "squalor" 
creates a powerful residual image for readers, particularly those who have never visited 
these communities or met the people. Greer's article atfracts a round of criticism from art 
historians and writers whose position is summed up by one writer's claim that Greer's 
approach is "Primitivism in its contemporary guise, ethnocentric and thoughtless" '^ A 
number of Aboriginal artists, including the late Queenie McKenzie [c. 1930-99] from the 
Kimberley District in Westem Ausfralia, also criticise Greer's uninvited and uninformed 
comments. 
Although articles such as Greer's atfract criticism, they nonetheless circulate stereotypes 
and simplistic dichotomies through their privileged degree of media exposure. Greer's 
article appears prominently in Australia's only national newspaper, however criticisms of 
her opinions are relegated to less prominent locations such as limited circulation art 
joumals. 
hi a more general sense, Greer's challenge is that Aboriginal identity is threatened by an 
alleged commodification of their culture. This attitude stems from a Marxist-inspired 
philosophy that positions capitalism in direct opposition to cultural authenticity and 
cultural identity. Hansen refers to this philosophical frend in describing how Marxism 
99 
regenerates the romanticist episteme in its pursuit of an authentic commimitanamsm. 
The opposition between capitalism, or more particularly between commodification, and 
" G. Greer, "Selling off the Dreaming", op. cit. 
' N. Lendon, "Cross-examining Aboriginal art", Art Monthly Australia, Number 107, April 1998, p. 16. 
99 T. Hansen, "Inside the Romanticist Episteme", op. cit., p. 30. 
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cultural authenticity, is a recurring theme (often referred to as an issue of 'acculturation') 
in postcolonial studies and cross-cultural theory. It is also an issue that recurs throughout 
discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art, and is evidenced by repeated accusations that her 
art is "market-driven" and "mass-produced" 
In these contexts commodification is framed as a devastating invasion into cultural 
authenticity and indigenous subjectivity. But the so-called 'commodification' of 
indigenous culture is also one of the most effective methods of gaining recognition and 
attaining a collective identity for previously 'invisible' cultural groups. As mentioned 
earher in the chapter, there is much to suggest that Kngwarreye engaged in the sale of her 
cultural expression in order to gain and maintain recognition of Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
identity and consolidate recognised ownership of her land. Kngwarreye's case 
demonstrates how commodification, or the act of "selling culture", cannot be factored out 
of the contemporary politics of recognition. 
Recent trends in cultural theory are attuned to this incorporation of commodification into 
processes of identity formation.'°° John Frow, for example, addresses the issue in a study 
entitled, Time and Commodity Culture.^^^ Frow discusses how cultural subjectivity (or 
cultural identity), and the commodity form have been historically determined in contexts 
of alienability. He explains how a commodity is conventionally perceived as an alienable 
possession that can be disowned through marketplace exchange, where cultural 
subjectivity is defined as an inalienable domain that cannot be disowned. In this sense the 
concept of 'selling culture' would be impossible because the cultural value does not 
fransfer to the commodity status. This is how the issue of alienability grounds the 
assumed dichotomy between culture and commodity. Frow refers to the production of 
acrylic painting in Australia's Westem Desert to illusfrate the complexities of this 
assumed dichotomy, and to describe how the commodification of culture "doesn't happen 
in a single sfroke ... Rather it takes place on a number of different semiotic levels 
corresponding to different historical 'stages' " °^^  Frow argues that there is little to 
""' One example is N. Thomas, Entangled Objects, op. cit. 
"" J. Frow, Time and commodity culture: essays in cultural theory and postmodemity. Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, U.K., Oxford University Press, New York, 1997. 
'°^ Ibid., pp: 138-9. 
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suggest that Aboriginal people perceive any fundamental tension between religious 
practice and the art market, and that "To the confrary, they seem to have managed it 
(commodification) with remarkable grace and irony."'°^ 
However, Frow does not suggest that commodification falls freely into line with the 
fraditional dynamics between material exchange and cultural subjectivity either. For 
Frow, the commodity form is not a stable sign at all, but something more like an enzyme. 
This highly unstable commodity form has a fluid nature in terms of being alienable or 
inalienable and, "makes it difficult to continue using the notion of commodity form as a 
sign of essential identity" '^ '^  Thus Desert Paintings are beyond the question of 
authenticity altogether. With a very similar disposition to those of Clifford, Taylor, and 
Hansen, Frow identifies essentialist paradigms of identity as an ideological impediment to 
the 'real-life' processes of recognition. 
Frow pursues the unstable nature of commodities through discussion of how the gift and 
commodity have traditionally been distinguished in anthropological and ethnographic 
discourse. The inalienable relationship between a possession and a person or persons 
creates cultural subjectivity, and receiving gifts always carries with it a frace of debt to 
the inalienable owner. Thus social hierarchies and systems of identification are 
formalised through the exchange of gifts. The inalienable nature of the commodity is 
seen to be in opposition to this cultural praxis. Frow attempts to untie the theorisation of 
the commodity form from these assumptions, claiming: 
while commodification has definite effects upon persons and goods, it does not 
affect them in their totality: my labour power is bought and sold on the market, 
but my value as a moral person is not thereby necessarily degraded; an acrylic dot-
painting from the Westem Desert will continue to have vahd religious and 
aesthetic functions despite its production directly for the market (it is made 'to sell 
and sell quickly' but it is also made to "endure [and] to live with').'°^ 
In this way Frow reconstmcts the concepts of 'cultural subjectivity' and 'commodity'. 
'"^  J. Frow, Time and commodity culture, op. cit., p. 138. 
""* Ibid., p. 147. 
105 Ibid., p. 148. 
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establishing them in their postmodem context as fluid inter-relational states (or 
"situations" as Frow suggests'°^) that are constantly mediated by changing conditions of 
production and exchange. Because of this instability, they caimot entertain mutually 
exclusive values, and commodification does not negate all other significance. Frow's 
argument dispenses with the concept of authenticity in favour of processes, or perhaps 
sfrategies, of exchange. The world of objects is not fatally ahenated from the world of 
human values, but rather 'identity' is alienated from standard concepts of authenticity. 
This critique of authenticity represents another dimension of the taking-leave of 
uncertainty discussed in the previous chapter, and teases out what might be behind the 
processes of'recognising' Kngwarreye's art. Recognising Kngwarreye's art arguably 
involves a slow process of foregoing resolution altogether in the face of something more 
unstable, but far more tenable. 
Public and institutional recognition of Kngwarreye's art compounds the degree of 
confradiction and ambiguity surrounding the art, but it also consohdates a need for some 
summary account of the art. The Queensland Art Gallery responds to this demand by 
mounting a large-scale touring refrospective exhibition of Kngwarreye's art. QAG 
inherits a confused and volatile discourse along with permission to curate the exhibition, 
and their attempt to faithfully represent an enigmatic object of discourse necessarily 
requires an unconventional and innovative curatorial 'rationale' Chapter Three takes up 
this new development in the representation and interpretation of Kngwarreye's art. 
106 J. Frow, Time and commodity culture, op. cit., p. 143. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Multiple Views 
The ancient image of the Tower of Babel has been used by more than a few 
modem writers to describe the current state of discourse about ethics and values. 
There is no one "spirit of the times", but many - too many in fact - too many 
competing voices, philosophies, and religions, too many points of view on moral 
issues, too many interpretations of even our most sacred documents, our Bibles 
and Constitutions. Only the most unthinking persons can not be affected by this 
pluralism of points of view and not wonder, as a consequence, about the truth of 
their own beliefs.' 
Robert Kane, Through the Moral Maze. 
How might a contemporary art exhibition negotiate this "moral maze" described by 
Kane? Art exhibitions are interpretations that package an image of given artworks based 
on curatorial rationales. But how can any rationale keep faith with what Kane claims as a 
required "pluralism of points of view"? Do exhibitions now have many rationales, or an 
endless repetition of one rationale that refuses 'interpretation' altogether? The 
Queensland Art Gallery confronts this dilemma in curating the refrospective exhibition of 
Kngwarreye's art. The quasi-fraditional, quasi-modemist affect of Kngwarreye's art 
demands pluralism of points of view in itself, let alone the climate of the times in which 
the art circulates. QAG's approach must achieve "pluralism in practise', and their stmggle 
to achieve this end results in a surprisingly comfortable embrace of ideological 
confradiction. 
The Kngwarreye refrospective exhibition also provides a focal point for discourse 
regarding the art. QAG's 1998/9 exhibition, Emily Kame Kngwarreye - Alhalkere -
Paintings from Utopia, is a large-scale refrospective exhibition of Kngwarreye's artwork 
touring to Ausfralia's four largest public art galleries. It makes a public statement about 
contemporary Aboriginal art at a time when political negotiations regarding Aboriginal 
Land Rights and the issue of Reconciliation are still the subject of much heated debate. 
' R. Kane, Through the Moral Maze, Searching for Absolute Values in a Pluralistic World, North Castle 
Books, Arkmon, New York, 1996, p. 1. 
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This political subtext remains a silent agenda throughout preparations and the tour of the 
exhibition. 
The event of the exhibition transforms the vague Kngwarreye "enigma' into a specific 
curatorial challenge. Cultural pluralism and an ethics of representation must be seen to be 
done with an exhibition of this nature at this time, and QAG's exhibition rationale must 
franslate the ethos of pluralism into a coherent presentation of the art. Kane's 'Moral 
Maze' enters the art gallery, but the maze is poor logic for a hang of artworks. 
Expectations 
Preparations for a major survey exhibition of Kngwarreye's art were afready under way at 
QAG when the artist passed away in 1996. The exhibition subsequently takes shape as a 
refrospective of Kngwarreye's complete career as an artist. The event of this 
retrospective immediately after the artist's death, and following only eight years after 
Kngwarreye's first painting, keeps faith with the accelerated momentum of the entire 
Kngwarreye phenomenon. Metaphorically speaking, the dust has not settled around 
Kngwarreye's appearance on the Ausfrahan contemporary art scene before a summary 
reflection of her career takes place. The unusual circumstances surrounding 
Kngwarreye's emergence as a contemporary Ausfralian artist present QAG with a unique 
challenge. 
Part of the challenge stems from the historical nature of the exhibition. The Kngwarreye 
retrospective represents the first touring exhibition of an individual Aboriginal artist 
curated by a public gallery. The very event of the exhibition attests to new attitudes 
regarding Desert Painting and invites close scmtiny of QAG's approach to the particular 
cultural sensitivities and aesthetic assumptions underlying such a project. 
In the late 1990s, a retrospective such as this requires something of a juggling act, or a 
quality that Charles Taylor more eloquently refers to as "balanced reciprocity" ^ The 
exhibition must strike a careful balance between what is culturally significant to the artist 
^ C. Taylor, "Politics of Recognition", op. cit., p. 47. 
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on the one hand, and how the art "performs' in the sphere of reception on the other. 
Curators of contemporary art around the world have been experimenting with methods of 
achieving this balance, particularly since the mid-1980s. Influential post-colonial studies 
such as Edward Said's Orientialism (first published in 1978 )^ provide the intellectual 
framework for these developments across the broad spectrum of cultural representation. 
However the issue gains particular momentum in the visual arts with adverse criticism 
responding to a 1984 exhibition called Primitivism in 2(f^ Century Art, Affinity of the 
Tribal and the Modem, curated by New York's Museum of Modem Art (MoMA).'* 
The Primitivism exhibition's role in provoking a major intemational shift in curatorial 
approaches to indigenous art is significant. The exhibition inadvertently crystaUises the 
problematic nature of modemism's relationship with indigenous cultures as defined by 
Primitivism, and stimulates a decade of innovation in cross-cultural curatorial practices 
preceding the Kngwarreye exhibition. This decade of innovation in curatorial approaches 
to indigenous art is requisite to understanding implicit expectations of the Kngwarreye 
exhibition. The first half of this chapter identifies several key issues underpinning such 
curatorial innovation in this period. 
Primitivism & Aesthetics 
Primitivism' in 2(f^ Century Art creates a focus on two art historical categories suffering 
diminished credibility over the preceding two decades. One of these categories is that of 
modemist absfraction. Clement Greenberg's emphasis on formalist aesthetics in the 
interpretation of modemist abstraction fails to ignite the imagination of artists and 
audiences beyond the 1950s, and a host of artistic initiatives such as Minimalism, Pop 
Art, and Conceptual Art colonise its avant-garde position.^ The '20* century art' featured 
^ E. Said, Orientalism, Penguin, New York, 1978, 1985. 
"" W. Rubin, Primitivism in 20"' Century Art, Affinity of the Tribal and the Modem,[ex. cat.], Museum of 
Modem Art, New York, 1984. Two articles taking up this debate regarding Primitivism include T. 
McEvilley, "Doctor, Layer, Indian Chief, Artforum, November, 1984, pp: 54-62 and J. Chfford, "Histories 
of the Tribal and the Modem", Art in America, Volume 73, Number 4, April 1985, pp: 164-77, p. 215. 
^ David Craven identifies a Eurocentrism in Greenbergian formahsm that contributes to its diminished 
credibility in the 1980s. D. Craven, "Clement Greenberg and the "Triumph" of Westem Art", Third Text, 
Number 25, Winter 1993/4, pp: 3-9. 
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in MoMA's exhibition consists almost entirely of paintings and sculpture; both of which 
are regarded as outmoded genres by the intemational avant-garde in the mid-1980s. 
The designation of 'Primitive Art' is also insecure at this time, floating adrift between the 
ethnographic museum and the art museum. Objects produced by indigenous people are 
beginning to be perceived as "Art' in the melt-down of modemist hierarchies, however 
these ambiguous objects do not fit comfortably within established canons of 
anthropology, ethnography, nor of art history. A conceptual shift germinates during this 
period that will eventually displace Primitive Art with the new category of Indigenous 
Art. The shift is essentially motivated by post-colonial theories emphasising the 
subjectivity of indigenous cultures, but curatorial absorption of these new attitudes is 
mitigated by an insubstantial and largely unarticulated exegesis of indigenous arts. 
WiUiam Rubin, Co-Director of Primitivism and MoMA's Curator of Painting and 
Sculpture at the time, is aware of the problems of dealing with the concept of Primitivism 
in the late twentieth century. He acknowledges problems with use of the term "primitive' 
and 'primitivism' in the introduction to the extensive two-volume exhibition catalogue. 
Rubin writes: 
During the last two decades, the words Primitive and primitivism have been 
criticized by some commentators as ethnocentric and pejorative, but no other 
generic term proposed as a replacement for "primitive" has been found acceptable 
to such critics; none has even been proposed for "primitivism" 
That the derived term primitivism is ethnocentric is surely tme - and logically so, 
for it refers not to the tribal arts in themselves, but to the Westem interest in and 
reaction to them. Primitivism is thus an aspect of the history of modem art, not 
the tribal art.^  
Rubin considers that the term 'primitive', as used in relation to Art, is a specific 
"aesthetic designation" that (following Robert Goldwater) is a term of praise rather than 
denigration.^ In order to sustain a distinction between primitivism as a generic term and a 
definitively aesthetic primitivism Rubin creates a new art-historical term. He writes, "As 
^ W. Rubin, "Modemist Primitivism: An Introduction", Primitivism and 20''' Century Art, Affinity of the 
Tribal and the Modern, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 5. 
' Ibid. 
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we are using the term Primitive essentially in an art-historical spirit, we have decided to 
insist upon this sense of its meaning by capitalizing its initial letter (except within 
quotation marks)" The outcome of this, semantic manoeuvring is that Primitivism 
henceforth denotes a particular art historical impulse generated by modemism and 
relating specifically to the reahn of aesthetics. For Rubin, art transcends cultural 
specificity, and the only noteworthy affinity between modem and tiibal art is hpw artists 
organise space, colour, and form. 
The Primitivism exhibition brings together examples of indigenous artworks from Africa, 
North America and Oceania that are deemed influential to aesthetic developments of 
Euroamerican modemism. Modemist artworks are exhibited alongside their indigenous 
precedents, however the nature of this juxtaposition attracts widespread criticism. The 
exhibition is accused of ignoring the intended functions and meanings of the indigenous 
artworks and allocating them as merely a formal precedence for modemism. The 
following comments by Rubin and Kirk Vamedoe, Primitivism's other Co-Director, give 
some indication of the rationale that incites this criticism. 
In the Introductory essay Rubin writes: 
For Picasso, who usually did not even distinguish between African and Oceanic 
art, tribal sculpture represented primarily an elective affinity and secondarily a 
substance to be cannibalized.^ 
Further into the essay Rubin adds that Picasso's wall sculpture titled Guitar (1912): 
testifies to the underlying affinity between tribal and modem art on the level of 
conceptual form, and the evidence it gives of how certain kinds of modemist 
readings endowed tribal objects with a special resonance in the Cubist period.' 
In the Preface to the exhibition catalogue, Vamedoe argues: 
* W. Rubin, "Modemist Primitivism: An Introduction", Ibid., p. 5. 
' Ibid., p. 14. 
'" Ibid., p. 19. 
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hi counterpoint to the weight of words in these volumes, we should recall that 
modemist primitivism ultimately depends on the autonomous force of objects • 
and especially on the capacity of tribal art to franscend the intentions and 
conditions that first shaped it. 
These comments are perceived as asserting that indigenous art offers nothing more than a 
set of aesthetic templates for proponents of modemist abstraction, and that the cultural 
contexts of the former are irrelevant to their "artistic worth. The tenor of criticism 
regarding this exhibition is reflected in the following two quotes. Jean-Hubert Martin 
accuses Primitivism's curators of indulging in "triumphant pontification and lengthy post-
mortems on an art form liquidated by colonialism."'^ Hal Foster argues that Primitivism 
involves a "mummification of the tiibal"'^, and that it "symptomatically manages the 
ideological nightmare of a great art inspired by spoils" 
In summary, critics of the MoMA exhibition allege that it sustains a westem hegemony to 
the detriment of specific cultural values and meanings informing indigenous artworks. A 
discourse develops around this exhibition that effectively identifies the concept of 
primitivism in the visual arts as a one-dimensional curiosity about non-westem visual 
cultures and transfigures it into a collective modemist plundering of indigenous visual 
effects. In the climate of burgeoning post-colonialism, the MoMA exhibition fails to 
celebrate Primitivism, but instead provokes an imperative for new criteria in the 
exhibition and interpretation of indigenous arts and their relationship to the 'modem 
world' 
A New 'Internationalism' 
Jean-Hubert Martin, one of Primitivism's most outspoken critics, responds to these new 
imperatives by curating a large-scale cross-cultural exhibition of his own. The exhibition, 
titled Magiciens de la Terre (Magicians of the Earth) appears jointly at the Cenfre 
" W. Rubin & K. Vamedoe, "Prefaces", Primitivism and 20'' Century Art, [ex. cat.], op.cit., p. x. 
'^  J.-H. Martin, "A Delayed Communication", Aratjara, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 33. 
'^  H. Foster, "The 'Primitive' Unconscious of Modem Art", Art in Modern Culture, an anthology of critical 
texts, F. Franscina & J. Harris, (eds.), Phaidon Press, London, 1992, p. 202. 
'" Ibid., p. 207. 
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Georges Pompidou and La Halle de la Villette in Paris from May to August 1989.'^  It 
forms part of the anniversary season celebrating the Bicentenary of the French Revolution 
and exalts an egalitarian slogan at the entiy to the exhibition heralding "Colours of the 
World" '^  According to Martin, the aim of the exhibition is to be "tmly global in scope" 
and offering something different to selections of artworks regularly featured at 
intemational contemporary art fairs prevalent since the early 1970s.'^  
Martin claims to seek curatorial methods of negotiating multiple views that go beyond 
existing approaches to intemational contemporary art. Mark Frances, (one of the 
Magiciens assisting curators), comments in an interview that Hubert is responding to a 
growing collective despair with banal intemational art fairs and a phenomenon of 
"Biennale fatigue" experienced by artists confronted with a (by-then) systematic approach 
to intemational exhibitions.'^ Frances suggests that art fairs such as the Sao Paulo 
Biennale are global only within a defined set of boundaries and that Hubert's aims are to 
breach such artworld confines and enlarge the scope of contemporary art. 
These comments render Magiciens vulnerable to accusations similar to those launched 
against MoMA's Primitivism exhibition. Primitivism is criticised for concentrating more 
on reinvigorating modemist absfraction than pursuing understandings of indigenous art. 
However, Hubert's own show appears to be as much intent on reinvigorating the apparent 
banality of intemational contemporary art, as paying heed to indigenous art on its own 
terms. An element of neoprimitivism emerges in Martin's approach in its appropriation of 
indigenous art into the ongoing developments of a predominantly Eurocentric canon of 
contemporary art. The conceived 'Othemess' of indigenous art ostensibly resuscitates 
intemational contemporary art fairs with new criteria and stems a sense of diminishing 
avant-gardism symptomatic of encroaching "Biennale fatigue" From this perspective, 
Martin's curatorial approach to the art of indigenous cultures differs little to that of 
Rubin's approach in Primitivism. 
" Magiciens de la terre: Centre Georges Pompidou, Musee national d'art modeme, La Villete, la Grande 
Halle, Para, [ex. cat.]. Editions du Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1989. 
'* "Magicians of the Earth", Crossings Part 2, The Listening Room, ABC Radio, August 14, 1989. 
" Ibid. 
" Ibid. 
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There are, nonetheless, many conceptual differences between these two exhibitions. 
Martin's exhibition acknowledges the cultural contexts of indigenous art as an essential 
factor in any potential affinities. The curator believes that there is more to these affinities 
than culturally variant artists dealing with similar aesthetic problems of plasticity and 
form, as suggested in Primitivism. 
Martin's rationale for the exhibition addresses the problem of how to "arrive at a system 
of judgement by consensus valid for all cultures?"'' He seeks this consensus through the 
concept of cultural dialogue and assembles groups of artworks on the basis of where he 
considers such dialogue might take place. His use of the term "Magiciens" in the title of 
the exhibition strives for expansion of the definition of art itself, so that audiences will 
have opportunities to view "magic and holy objects as well as works of art"; the only 
commonality being that all objects have some "spiritual value" °^ 
Martin is impelled to simplify the concept of the "spiritual' to substantiate this sense of 
dialogue between artists on the basis of spirituality. He argues that certain artists have a 
"spiritual engagement" with what they are doing, or "a devotion to realisation or 
fabrication of objects" '^ This interpretation is a broad stretch of what is regarded as 
"spiritual', and merely creates a new dimension of banality. Such vague notions of 
spirituality ground numerous curatorial approaches to muhicultural art exhibitions over 
the following decade and, as will be observed, join forces with a 'spiritual revival' of 
absfract art occurring simultaneously.^ ^ 
Martin's cultural juxtapositions in Magiciens include the wall installation by American 
artist Richard Long [b. 1945], titled Mud Circle (1989), looming over the ground painting 
titled Yarla (1989) by Warlpiri elders from Yuendumu (as previously mentioned, this 
community is directly adjacent to Utopia in Cenfral Australia). This coupling of artworks 
" J.-H. Martin, "A Delayed Communication", Aratjara, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 34. 
^^  "Magicians of the Earth", Crossings Part 2, op. cit. 
'^ Ibid. 
^^  Two exhibitions in particular are discussed later in this Chapter. These exhibitions include M. Tuchman, 
vWth J. Freeman, The spiritual in art: abstract painting 1890 - 1985, [ex. cat.], Los Angeles Country 
Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California, U.S.A., Abbeville Press, New York, 1986, and R. Mellick, Spirit 
+ Place, Art in Australia 1861 - /PPd,[ex. cat.]. Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 1996. 
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Strongly imphes some form of dialogue, however the theme of 'Magicians of the Earth' 
and the inflated and vague definition of 'spiritual value' jointly fails to articulate any 
concise basis for "dialogue' 
Magiciens predictably atfracts criticism for its tenor of universahsm.^ ^ Even with such a 
vague theme as 'Magicians of the Earth', the exhibition demonsfrates that attempts to 
convey thematic coherence for exhibitions of culturally diverse artworks stmggle to 
achieve apparent consensus about meaning and value. The degree of success or failure to 
negotiate multiple views becomes the new measure of achievement for exhibitions that 
aspire to represent tmly 'intemational' contemporary art. The very term 'international' 
gradually submerges into the shadows of a more anti-canonical world view embracing 
notions of cultural pluralism, or what is generally referred to as 'globalism' 
The most interesting aspect of Martin's Magiciens exhibition in respect of the 
Kngwarreye refrospective, is how Martin proposes to execute this 'global' rather than 
'international' perspective. The key issue for Martin is that the exhibited indigenous 
artworks are contemporary artworks, and in no sense artefacts of a dying or already 
extinct culture. Martin invites numerous artists to attend the exhibition in order to 
emphasise the living nature of the art, and to sustain the concept of dialogue between the 
artists themselves, and between artists and their diverse audiences. As mentioned, 
attending artists include Warlpiri elders from Yuendumu who perform a ground painting 
during the exhibition. This Ausfralian involvement in such a prestigious and historic 
intemational exhibition receives considerable acknowledgement in the Australian arts 
media. ^ '^  
QAG's Kngwarreye refrospective subsequently reflects this emphasis on the 
contemporary nature of indigenous art. Reference to Kngwarreye's art as a distinctly 
contemporary art features repeatedly in the curatorial rationale, exhibition catalogue, and 
didactic material for the exhibition. The exhibition's Co-ordinating Curator, Margo 
^ Among other reviews, one entire issue of the joumal Third Text was devoted to a critique of this 
exhibition. Third Text, Number 6, Spring 1989. 
^^  Review of the Yuendumu contribution to this exhibition is covered in, P. McKenzie, "From Yuendumu to 
Paris", Artlink, Volume 10, Numbers 1 & 2, AutumnAVinter 1990, pp: 77-9. 
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Neale, accents Kngwarreye's status as a contemporary artist in the exhibition catalogue's 
introduction. Neale claims that "The exhibition and its accompanying book deal... with 
the quality of Kngwarreye's paintings and with her development as a contemporary 
Ausfralian artist."^^ The category of contemporary art is also useful in that it dilutes 
reference to modemism. In the contexts of the visual similarity between Ejigwarreye's art 
and modemist abstraction, the category of contemporary art effectively side-steps the 
inference of appropriation to a westem modemist hegemony whilst still incorporating 
Kngwarreye's specifically indigenous art into the vague global dialogue proposed by 
Martin's Magiciens exhibition. Intemationalism in this context is largely an act of 
nominalism because it provides no account of ^ow the category of contemporary art is 
shared. To its credit, this nominalism at least signifies the aspirations for cultural dialogue 
and must be acknowledged for this contribution. 
Australian Perspectives 
Ausfralia's contribution towards this more culturally inclusive concept of intemational 
contemporary art is not peripheral. The 1979 Sydney Biennale is the first occasion that 
Aboriginal art features as part of an exhibition of intemational contemporary art.^ ^ 
Sydney Biennales begin in 1973 and are modelled on the successful Venice Biennales.^ ^ 
They are conceived with the dual purpose of developing an intemational profile for 
Ausfralian contemporary art and abetting change in Ausfrahans' attitudes towards recent 
art. 
Foreshadowing Jean-Hubert Martin's exhibition of a decade later, the 1979 Biennale is 
premised on the concept of dialogue. Titled European Dialogue, the exhibition infroduces 
Australian audiences to a broader perspective of current artwork of the European avant-
garde.^ ^ However it also introduces both Ausfralian and intemational audiences to a new 
perspective of Aboriginal art. The context of an intemational contemporary art exhibition 
^' M. Neale, "Introduction", Emily Kame Kngwarreye [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 5. 
*^ Sydney Biennale Ltd., European Dialogue, 3''' Sydney Biennale, [ex. cat.]. Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, Sydney, 1979. 
" P. Latos-Valier, "Looking Back, The Biennale of Sydney 1973-1998", Biennale of Sydney 2000, [ex. 
cat.], Sydney Biennale Ltd., Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, 2000, pp: 160-163. 
*^ P. Latos-Valier, "Looking Back, The Biennale of Sydney 1973-1998", op. cit., p. 160. 
^'lbid.,pp: 168-70. 
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effectively splinters the ethnographic glaze through which Aboriginal art was viewed in 
the past. A discourse about contemporary Aboriginal art arguably finds it origms in this 
exhibition. 
Again, in keeping with Martin's Magiciens exhibition, there is another dimension to this 
spirit of inclusiveness. The inclusion of Aboriginal art in the Sydney Biennale is also 
conceivably an appropriation of Aboriginal art into the expanded Eurocentiic discourse of 
contemporary art. Despite the exhibition's title, it is not so much the theme of 'dialogue' 
that binds the 1979 Biennale, as a united attack on all that is considered conventional in 
art exhibitions. Post-object art is reaching its zenith of popularity in Europe and the 
United States in the late 1970s, with artists endeavouring to establish an art practice and 
discourse that eschews institutional and commercial sanction. New artforms such as 
performance art offer an anti-canonical and radical dismption to the modemist-inspired 
hermeticism of art museums.^" 
European Dialogues challenges audiences with artworks such as Marina Abramovic [b. 
1946] and Ulay's [b. 1943] film piece showing Ulay's "performing' erection. The 
exhibition also includes sound performances by Philip Dadson [b. 1946], and Tadeusz 
Kantor's [1915-1990] theatrical piece. The concept of dialogue between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal art is broached with an artwork by Nikolaus Lang [b. 1941] that combines 
Aboriginal ochres from South Australia with European pigments. The exhibition's 
Artistic Director, Nick Waterlow, claims this latter artwork is "literally a bringing 
together of two cultures, a real dialogue."^' However one could argue that the dialogue 
suggested in this artwork effectively differs little to the aesthetic "cannibalising' inscribed 
in William Rubin's Primitivism exhibition. 
Bark paintings by three artists from Amhem Land in the Northem Territory also feature in 
this 1979 exhibition, but there is little explanation as to how these barks enter into any 
'cultural dialogue' These curatorial attempts at cultural dialogue are virtually little 
^° Performance art was regarded as a rejection of modemist principles in that it impeded the collection and 
subsequent canonisation of art, however docimientation and film recording of the performances were 
collected by art museums and the art thus entered a canon nonetheless. 
'^ N. Wateriow, "1979 European Dialogue 12 April - 27 May", Sydney Biennale 2000,[ex. cat.], op.cit., 
p. 169. 
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improvement on Rubin's project of affinity in Primitivism. Aboriginal art gains a more 
central focus in the following Sydney Biennale in 1982. Several Warlpiri artists from 
Lajamanu (a community north-west of Alice Springs) create a large ground painting and 
ceremonial performance in the cenfral void of the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
(henceforth AGNSW).^ ^ (Martin no doubt drew inspiration for Magiciens from this prior 
Warlpiri event). The Warlpiri artwork offers something not seen in an art museum before 
and injects new life into the genre of performance art. The ground painting is ephemeral 
and the performance 'exotic', and as such both are unconventional, un-coUectable, and 
quintessentially "post-object' It is not difficult to appreciate why curators covet these 
fresh incursions into institutional normality, however little is done to enhance 
understandings of Warlpiri culture on its own terms.^ ^ 
Appropriation of Aboriginal art into the inclusive paradigm of intemational contemporary 
art at this time offers only a superficial infroduction to Aboriginal culture. However it 
does afford Aboriginal art a presence in the public eye previously denied, and canvasses 
the idea that artwork inspired by indigenous fraditions may have contemporary currency. 
The physical presence of the Warlpiri artists in this exhibition reiterates the living 
presence of Aboriginal culture and sends a message that so-called 'primitive artefacts' 
have ongoing contexts and a cultural resonance outside of recording the cultural and 
social history of 'Others' 
There is arguably a certain co-appropriation at work in this context, where Aboriginal 
artists are using the mbric of contemporary art to gain recognition of their culture as 
much as curators are using Aboriginal art to expand the category of contemporary art. A 
dynamics of co-appropriation is only noted here, and will be addressed later in this 
chapter. 
As previously mentioned, Martin's Magiciens exhibition duplicates this Warlpiri artwork 
for European audiences with the Yarla (1989) ground painting and Warlpiri ceremonial 
^^  Sydney Biennale Limited, Vision in disbelief the 4"' biennale of Sydney, [ex. cat.]. Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, Sydney, 1982. This artwork from Lajamanu was called Warlpiri Sand Painting (1982). 
^^  The whole concept of 'explaining' artworks was a contentious issue at the time, and must be factored into 
whether or how Aboriginal arts were incorporated into exhibitions. There is nonetheless a certain set of 
assxunptions regarding art that is at play, whether the terms of dialogue are articulated or not. 
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performance. Thiis is a rare case where Australian initiatives create an mtemational 
impact on what determines contemporary art and, via Aboriginal art, Ausfralia assumes 
an uncustomary role as innovators in historical developments of intemational 
contemporary art. 
The Kngwarreye retrospective also duplicates this event to a certain extent with mclusion 
of performances and the physical presence of members of the artist's family at the 
opening ceremony at each of the exhibition venues. Kngwarreye's niece (and fellow 
artist), Gloria Petyarre [b.l938], sings her Countiy in front of the large opening-night 
audience at the Queensland Art Gallery.^ '* Greeny Purvis and Lindsay Bird Petyane, both 
traditional owners of Kngwarreye's Dreamings, participate in final preparations for the 
exhibition along with other family members and pose for numerous photographs in front 
of Kngwarreye's artworks. These activities are not conventionally regarded as 
performance art, however they shape perceptions of the artwork to no small degree. Apart 
from satisfying Anmatyerre/Alywarre protocols, these "performances' reiterate the living 
presence of Kngwarreye's culture in a similar manner to the Yarla (1989) and Warlpiri 
Sand Painting (1982) performances. 
Incorporation of Amhem Land bark paintings and the Warlpiri ground painting in Sydney 
Biennales grounds the notion that Aboriginal art can be considered as contemporary art. 
However, subsequent inclusion of acrylic painting by Aboriginal artists from Central 
Australia (Desert Painting) emphasises that Aboriginal artists are themselves interested in 
being innovative, even within the contexts of their own fraditions. Curators demonstrate 
innovation in accommodating Aboriginal art in contemporary art shows, but with the 
advent of Desert Painting the art itself extols innovation. The 1986 Sydney Biennale 
includes an acrylic on canvas by Michael Nelson Jagamara, who is at the time a recent 
recmit to the Papunya Tula association of artists.''^  Like other Papunya artists. Nelson 
employs the vibrant colours of the acrylic medium, and reconfigures multi-dimensional 
performance sites into two-dimensional portable canvas pamtings. Nelson's Possum 
'^* Singing Country entailed Petyarre performing the songs pertaining to her homeland in Anmatyerre 
language whilst pointing to various aspects of Kngwarreye's painting, Alhalkere Suite (1992) [Figure 13]. 
'^ Sydney Biennale Limited, Origins, originality + beyond, 6* [ex. cat.], Sydney Biennale, Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Sydney, 1986. 
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Dreaming (1985) demonsfrates that Aboriginal art can be experimental whilst still 
observing fraditional functions and requirements. 
The tone of cross-cultural engagement evinced by Nelson's paintings is supplanted by 
one of resistance in the following Sydney Biennale of 1988, the year of Ausfralia's 
Bicentenary. An mstallation of two hundred carved and painted hollow logs by artists 
from Ramingining in Amhem Land confronts audiences with an uncompromisingly 
political sign symbolising 200 years of white colonisation. The overt politicism and 
counter-hegemonic assertion of this installation violates any naive aesthetic engagement 
with Aboriginal art. "Affinity' of any form between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists 
is simply not an issue as the artwork asserts protest rather than dialogue. From this point 
on, perceptions of Aboriginal art are far more complex in that they potentially incorporate 
resistance within the terms of engagement. This study argues that Kngwarreye's art hones 
this dialectic of resistance and engagement into a subtle coherence. This is the beauty of 
Kngwarreye's enigmatic aesthetic. Audiences are aware of a potential demonsfrative 
opacity and read the signs of Aboriginality through this awareness. It is the political 
freight of Aboriginal art in the late twentieth century, and is arguably the matrix of cross-
cultural art in general. One of the ongoing problems for a discourse regarding 
contemporary Aboriginal art is in how to negotiate this dialectic and how to incorporate 
the denial. 
Kngwarreye could well have been the inspiration for the following Biennale, named 
• 3 Z -
Boundary Rider. The 1992 Biennale coincides with Kngwarreye's receipt of the 
Creative Fellowship award acknowledging her innovation in the field of contemporary 
art. The emphasis of the 1992 Biennale derives from critical theories regarding "shifting 
borders', and the perceived fluid and innovative nature of contemporary Aboriginal art 
provides a particular focus for the exhibition. The show favours a perspective of 
Aboriginal art beyond so-called 'traditional' paradigms, including artworks by urban-
based Aboriginal artists and collaborations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
artists. As discussed in Chapter One, Desert Painting has accmed a fradition of its own by 
'^  Sydney Bieimale Ltd., The Boundary Rider, 9th Sydney Biennale, [ex. cat.]. Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, Sydney, 1992. 
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this time to the point that this fradition of Desert Painting is perceived by certain quarters 
of art institutions as becoming formulaic and standardised. The following comment 
regarding preparations for this Biennale by the show's Artistic Director, (Anthony Bond) 
illustrates this point. Bond recalls: 
When I had a dialogue with Dolly Nampitjimpa Daniels I said "Now I don't want 
to show dot pictures of the desert because in the context of this Intemational 
theme people will think you're just the token dot-picture-painter. The show is 
about people showing their place and their life by using objects that they use 
everyday" She came back after three months and said "I'm going to bring my 
place .... All I need is a tmck" and so she brought her humpy. She brought it 
lock, stock and barrel... oil barrel and tarpaulin and old sticks, and blankets, the 
works ... and she set up camp in the gallery. It was exfraordinary.•'^  
An entire thesis lurks in this 'dialogue', however the pertinence here is how the comment 
inscribes an attitude that Desert Painting has conceded its innovative edge. (It is 
interesting to note that whilst 'dialogue' between artists and curators may have been 
fragile, dialogue between curators themselves was healthy; Jean-Hubert Martin was a 
regional European curator for this Biennale). 
Kngwarreye's artwork is not included in this exhibition. However one of her batiks 
features in the Sydney Biennale held in 1996. Titled Jwra^^/c Technologies Revenant, the 
1996 Biennale explores the agency of past and present forms of reproductive technologies 
in contemporary art.''^  Kngwarreye's reputation is based on her acrylic paintings, but the 
odd theme of this Biennale induces reflection of her batik-work as a reproductive 
technology. According to the Biennales Artistic Director (Lynne Cooke), Kngwarreye's 
textile work (batiks) offers "a very rewarding dialogue" with other textiles in this 
exhibition. But once again, recourse to a theme of 'dialogue' is not sufficient for a 
rationale and the exhibition generally lacks focus and any particular relevance. 
The theme of 'dialogue' becomes by this time an ahnost pandemic curatorial rationale for 
survey exhibitions of culturally diverse contemporary art. A will-to-dialogue in the face 
" A. Bond, "1992/93 The Boundary Rider", Sydney Biennale 2000, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 182. 
^' Sydney Biennale Ltd., Jurassic Technologies Revenant, lO"' Biennale ofSydney,[ex. cat.]. Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Sydney, 1996. 
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of cultural diversity is hardly surprising. However the terms of the aspired dialogue are 
rarely, or poorly, articulated. It seems that the act of naming a juxtaposition of artworks 
as a dialogue is regarded as sufficient to enact such dialogue. This curatorial 'rose-tinted' 
vision plays no small role in the perceived banality of many such survey exhibitions 
during this period (a condition arguably still evident). 
A theme of dialogue is an obvious response to anticipated cultural pluralism inscribed in 
'globally-minded' curatorship of the late twentieth century. But 'dialogue' alone is 
insufficient to justify any rationale of these artworks as a coherent exhibition. There is 
still a requirement for some criteria for dialogue. The persistent problem for curators is in 
how to achieve a degree of coherence or certainty in a playing field where pluralism mles. 
In a broader perspective, the undercurrents of these exhibitions manifest a series of 
binarisms that characterise a world-view shaped by "globalism': - pluralism and 
uncertainty; ethics and pragmatism; meaning and motive. 
Fluidity 
Kngwarreye's artworks do not appear in any other Sydney Biennales prior to the QAG 
retrospective, however her art is among that of three Aboriginal artists representing 
Australia at the 1996 Venice Biennale. Paintings by Kngwarreye and Judy Watson [b. 
1959], together with Yvonne Koolmatrie's [b. 1945] woven reed eel traps, complete the 
sum of the Australian exhibit at the world's oldest, largest, and most prestigious 
contemporary art exhibition. The Australian exhibit is titled fluent and carries through the 
"shifting borders' theme that by now characterises curatorial approaches to Aboriginal 
art. The fluent exhibit is managed by the AGNSW and curated by a three-member team 
including Victoria Lynn, Hetti Perkins, and the artist Brenda Croft [b. 1946] (the latter 
two of whom are Aboriginal Australians). 
fluent characterises contemporary Aboriginal art as highly ambivalent. The curators 
exhibit only Kngwarreye's stripe series of paintings (of 1993/94), that are arguably 
39 Art Gallery of New South Wales, fluent Australia, pamphlet accompanying exhibit at Australian Pavilion 
at the 47* Venice Bieimale June 15 - November 9, 1997. 
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most ambiguous and difficult to read as 'Aboriginal art' (particularly for intemational 
audiences unaccustomed to her visual vocabulary of radicalising Anmatyerre/Alywarre 
iconography). Kngwarreye's stark lines, that give an impression (to the "uninitiated') of 
something like gestural minimalism or calligraphic absfraction, share the viewmg space 
with Koohnatrie's hanging eel traps, and Watson's ahnost generic contemporary 'skins', 
(floating un-sfretched canvases with a pastiche of visual effects). If audiences are not 
confounded by this representation of Aboriginality, they are certainly meant to be. 
The curators claim that the fluent theme inscribes a perceived fundamental quality of 
contemporary Indigenous Australia. The following excerpt from a pamphlet produced to 
accompany the exhibit illustrates this intention: 
fluent suggests a continuous ebb and flow between modemity and fradition, art 
and craft, painting and sculpture, abstraction and narrative. It is the weaving 
together of different stories and joumeys from the past to the present - that 
creates the fabric of contemporary Indigenous Australia.'*^ 
fluent's curators claim "subtle connections" between the works, but these connections are 
perhaps too subtle. The fluent theme draws on a quality of fluidity to 'merge' a broad 
spectmm of cultural and artistic impulses, even referring to fluidity as the "fabric" of 
contemporary Aboriginal identity.'*' A vague form of Jean-Hubert Martin's aspired 
"consensus' appears to take hope in this franscendent quality of fluidity. 
'Dialogue' proves to be an inadequate rationale for new global perspectives of 
contemporary art because it fails to account for how communication between radically 
different cultures takes place. A concept of 'fluidity' bypasses this problem by coUapsmg 
boundaries of difference to the extent that fransgressions of various categories, codes, and 
identities, create a "wobbly' cultural nexus. Cultures are represented as expanded and 
unstable rather than simply 'different' 
'"' Art Gallery of New South Wales, fluent Australia, op. cit. 
'' Ibid. 
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The kaleidoscopic image of Aboriginal art represented in successive Sydney Biennales, 
and the pervasive tenor of 'shifting borders' in post-modem thought generally, lends 
weight to this adoption of 'fluidity' Contemporary studies in cultural anthropology, such 
as Nicholas Thomas's Entangled Objects, also entertain this new mode of thinking the 
cross-cultural interface. Howard Morphy's reference to Desert Paintings as "ambiguous 
objects" is yet another example of this unstable condition.'*^ Ambiguity, entanglement, 
and fluidity create a new world-picture that ostensibly overcomes the simphstic 
dichotomy purported by a theme of 'dialogue' But 'fluidity' itself is not without 
problems. 
In response to the fluent exhibit, few critics share the curators' vision of "subtle 
connections'" and "ebb and flow" In a review of the Biennale, Jeaimette Hoom writes: 
The Ausfrahan selection was difficult to read, except as a postcolonial discourse 
opposing authenticity and hybridity. The curators seemed to be constmcting an 
argument about the existence of authentic Aboriginal and setting the work of the 
artists on show against the more politically engaged and hybrid work of other 
Aboriginal artists in Australia.'*^ 
Hoom perceives the exhibit in almost the opposite manner to that intended by the 
curators. For Hoom, fluent's only coherence appears to be in terms of what is not - i.e. 
other 'types' of Aboriginal art. In the context of this so-called fluid identity of 
Aboriginality, Hoom senses a tension surrounding authenticity and hybridity deriving 
from problems between post-coloniahsm and post-stmcturalism such as those raised by 
Thomas Hansen as discussed in Chapter Two. 
Post-colonialism and Post-structuralism 
A fluid concept of Aboriginality does not entirely escape lingering doubts about 
authenticity. Thomas Hansen describes how post-colonial theorists reinstate authenticity 
despite their adoption of post-stmcturalism's anti-essentialist premise. The instance of the 
fluent exhibition provides a useful example of the problematic concept of 'fluid' 
*^ H. Morphy, Aboriginal Art, op. cit., p. 315. 
^^ J. Hoom, "Biennale highlights". Art and Australia, Volume .35, Number 3, 1998, p. 337. 
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Aboriginality. However, another survey exhibition held earlier at the AGNSW (and also 
curated by Victoria Lynn) creates a more defined focus on tensions between post-
colonialism and post-stmcturahsm, and is more pertinent in terms of examining the issue 
of 'fluid identity' 
Australian Perspecta 1993 is one of an ongoing series of survey exhibitions designed to 
infroduce Ausfralia's new artists and art forms to the general pubhc."*^  During the 1990s 
Perspecta shows are the largest survey exhibitions of exclusively Ausfralian 
contemporary art in the country, and inevitably play an influential role in determining 
frameworks for recognition of new art.'*^  
Perspecta 1993 is particularly relevant to examining curatorial approaches to 
contemporary Aboriginal art as it coincides with, and acknowledges, the Intemational 
Year of the World's Indigenous Peoples. The exhibition is curated by Victoria Lynn with 
Hetti Perkins acting as Aboriginal Art Consultant (as mentioned both women 
subsequently participate in the tripartite curatorium organising the fluent exhibit at the 
1996 Venice Biennale). Perspecta 1993 includes a large percentage of Aboriginal artists, 
among them Yvonne Koolmatrie and Judy Watson, whose artwork later accompanies 
Kngwarreye's stripe paintings in forming the fluent exhibit. Other Aboriginal artists in 
Perspecta 1993 include H.J. Wedge [b. c.1958], Ronnie Tjampitjimpa [b. c.1943], 
Clarise Nampijinpa Poulson [b. 1957], Tjankiya Napaltjarri [b. c. 1933], Micky Dormy [b. 
C.1948], Destiny Deacon [b. 1957], Robert Cole [1959-97], Richard BeU [b. 1953] and 
Ian AbduUa [b. 1947]. This group of artists incorporates Desert Painters, Amhem Land 
sculptors, overtly political urban-based artists and artists whose work occupies ambiguous 
positions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal art. The emphasis in representing 
Aboriginal art in this exhibition is on diversity, innovation and fluidity. 
This exhibition relies on something of a curatorial ambivalence, ostensibly adopting no 
single theme but drawing together the incongmous topics of cultural identity, absfraction 
E. Capon, "Director's Foreword", Australian Perspecta 1993, [ex. cat]. Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, Sydney, 1993, p. iii. 
^^ Ibid. 
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and urbanism."^ ^ Lynn's rationale for this exhibition is interesting in terms of how 
authenticity and identity are negotiated in representations of 'globally-inspired' 
contemporary art. The following quote maps Lynn's premise for the exhibition and flags 
her aspired 'problematic': 
Today there is a perceivable shift in the attitudes of many emerging Austrahan 
artists to the appropriation art of the 1980s and the consequent rejection of 
modemity. Further their 'world view' is ahering as the binarism of cenfre-
periphery models continue to slowly break down. 
We presently find ourselves in the midst of a new rhetoric of 'open borders', 
"shifting fraditions', and "cultural hybridity' Although such catch phrases within 
a new cultural politics of difference may function in the same totahsing sense of 
'anything goes', postcolonialist criticism does at least allow us to consider 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art, for example, in relation to other 
contemporary forms of expression, challenging our assessment of contemporary 
art in the past and in the present. 
It is in the light of these changes, rather than on the basis of a single theme, that 
Perspecta 1993 has been conceived."*^  
In broad terms Lynn criticises a perceived rhetoric of banality and incoherence deriving 
from post-stmcturalist theories in the 1980s, but nonetheless embraces the fundamental 
premise of fluid systems of representation lying at the heart of these same theories. 
Despite her claim that the exhibition is without a single theme, Lynn's rationale clearly 
argues in favour of art that in some manner critiques or challenges fixed systems of 
representation. It is this element of counter-fixity that draws the three diverse themes of 
culture, abstraction, and urbanism, into what Lyrm herself describes as "a coherent and 
challenging view of the most interesting and progressive work that is being produced in 
Australia today" "^^ Whilst Lynn does not admit to an over-riding rationale for the 
exhibition, a theme of counter-fixity, or fluidity, occurs repeatedly in her survey of artists 
included in the exhibition. 
Lyim writes that Mutlu Cerkez's [b. 1964] paintings of dying plants accompanied by a 
calendar of dates place the "very signifier of history" up for analysis."*^ Robert Cole's dot 
^^ V. Lynn, "Curator's Introduction", Australian Perspecta 1993, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. iii. 
"^  Ibid., p. V. 
' ' Ibid., p. ix. 
^' Ibid., p. vi. 
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paintings keep his story "secret to the self °^ The abject art of Michele Beevers [b. 1964] 
(and others) "threaten whatever certainties of personal identity remam m postinodem 
times" ^ ' Scott Redford's [b. 1962] quotation art "is rich in ironic criticism of fixed 
systems of representation" and Christopher Snee's [b. 1957] stiipe paintings, Maureen 
Bums' [b. 1953] plaster waUs, and Helga Groves' [b. 1961] layered pamtings, all share 
"the same "resistance' to interpretation" ^^  
The work of each artist is conceptually positioned in Lynn's argument as either a direct or 
indirect critique of fixed systems of representation, and consequently as expressions of 
fluidity. These fixed systems are either systems of cultural, sexual, or gendered identity, 
or systems of artistic representation of meaning. Under the mbric of this critique, Lynn 
articulates a "relative worth" (to use Charles Taylor's term) of all of these diverse 
artworks in their implied or explicit challenge to hegemonic constiaicts of representation 
in any manifestation. (The attempt to think beyond 'systems' of representation, or 
whether one can think beyond them, fuels much of the critical discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art, and is discussed at length in the following chapter.) 
In summary, Lynn's rationale for this exhibition is simple enough. The curator claims 
that an "anything goes' mentality arises out of post-stmcturalist critiques of subjectivity 
and representation. This ostensibly produces a culture of 'endisms' (death of painting, 
death of the author, death of art, etc.) where only an art of appropriation appears vahd in 
the void created by the destmction of all sense of originality. Lynn claims that this 
"anything goes' mentality ignores post-colonialist tendencies evincing subjectivities 
through articulation of difference. The curator reasons that these subjectivities emerging 
out of post-colonialism are fluid in nature but that they are also anchored, or concrete, in 
terms of their difference (i.e. an authentic and 'fixed' difference). In other words, these 
identities are described as being paradoxically concrete and fluid at once. Lynn ignores 
the obvious confradiction here, but maintains that post-colonialism's sense of certainty 
and assertion of subjectivity (even though these subjectivities are fluid) counter the 
vacant site of meaning ensconced in post-stmcturalist 'endisms' This all amounts to the 
50 V. Lynn, "Curator's Introduction", Australian Perspecta 1993, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. vi. 
'^ Ibid., p. vii. 
" Ibid., p. vi. 
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sophistry indicated by Thomas Hansen, in that post-colonialism derives its authenticity of 
the Other from post-stmcturahsm's devaluation of authenticity. 
Lynn's discussion of how various artists approach the issue of authentic identity 
entertains confradiction. Lynn argues that, "Postcolonialist criticism ... allows the art of 
non-Westem cultures to be discussed within the context of their own identity, while 
concurrently revealing this identity as a changing, political and an historical force" ^^  
This approach is not a case of 'anything goes', but 'having it both ways' Non-Westem 
cultures enjoy an authentic and fixed ("own") identity at the same time as pursuing an 
identity that is willed and strategic. 
In the pluralistically motivated environment of cross-cultural contemporary art Lynn is 
forced to suspend judgement on whether authenticity is a valid premise for identity. Lynn 
negotiates this problematic by adopting post-colonial theories as an "originating fiction" 
(applying Brian Rotman's term mentioned in Chapter Two) that simply incorporates, or 
ignores, this contradiction between fixed and fluid identity. One is also reminded of 
Charles Taylor's reference to Canada's "neutrality clause" (discussed in the previous 
chapter), where an institution suspends judgement on certain matters. Taylor describes 
how in this situation pragmatics and ethics displace logic, and one could argue that post-
colonial theory operates in a similar manner for Lynn. The authenticity of the other is 
estabhshed by its non-hegemonic status, and seems to require no justification beyond 
that. 
This suspension of judgement implies that post-stmcturalism and post-coloniahsm are 
incommensurable methodologies because the former is determined by standards of logic 
and reason (even though it attacks these standards, the attack is based on an argument of 
logic), and the latter by pragmatics and ethics. In the contemporary climate of cultural 
pluralism, art appears to be an observation point where these incommensurable 
methodologies of pragmatics, ethics, and logic are drawn into perplexingly ambivalent 
world-pictures. Art draws divergent discourses about meaning and value into a single 
frame, but comprehension of these world-pictures remains where Charles Taylor suggests 
53 V. Lynn, "Curator's Introduction", op. cit., p. v. 
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- still on the horizon. QAG's 'image' of Kngwarreye has to find its place within these 
perplexing, ambivalent world-pictures. 
Aboriginality, Abstraction & Spirituality 
The dynamics of Lyrm's rationale demonstrate why representation of Kngwarreye's art 
prior to QAG's refrospective is widespread but scattered. The art's visual similarities to 
Euroamerican absfraction converge with the "shifting borders' of post-colonialism's 
identity politics at a time marked by growing anxiety about where postmodernism is 
leading. Lynn's thmst against post-stmcturalism's "anything goes' attests to this anxiety. 
The previous chapter examines how this entire artistic milieu is underwritten by a 
nervous political context. 
A notion of fluid subjectivities alleviates the dialogic concept of cross-culturalism. 
Fluidity challenges the notion of concrete identity and facilitates a mode of conceiving 
cross-culturalism more in terms of mutable co-existence rather than mutual 
understanding. As previously mentioned, the idea of co-appropriation speculates on the 
dynamics of this co-existence and suggests that art is an agent for a diversity of cross-
purposes, and an opportunity to negotiate relative positions. In the contemporary era art 
does not anchor ontology so much as provide a re-staging site. This is sustained by Robert 
Kane's quote at the beginning of this chapter claiming that an uncertain environment of 
plurahsm invokes the thinking person's questioning "about the tiiith of their own beliefs" 
A vague spirituality - a peculiarly postmodem spirituality - emerges out of these mists of 
multiple views, and the 'questioning' itself achieves a status of spirituality. Chapter Five 
addresses this vague dimension of spirituality and ineffability in depth, but for the 
moment a contemporary quasi-spirituality is of interest in terms of its influence on the 
QAG retrospective. QAG inherits a vague and loose notion of spirituality from discourse 
regarding contemporary Aboriginal art in the 1990s, and from intemational developments 
such as the Magiciens de la terre exhibition and a revival of spiritual themes in absfract 
art generally. 
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A nexus of interests in Aboriginality, Abstraction and Spirituality underscores the 
representation of Kngwarreye's art prior to the QAG exhibition. Kngwarreye's art 
infiltrates the realm of absfraction as early as 1991 when one of her paintings features in 
Victoria Lynn's Abstraction exhibition. This exhibition surveys "lively new directions for 
absfraction" in Australia at the time.^ '* In typical Lynn style the exhibition is promoted as 
"an expanded though aberrant excursion into abstraction", engendering artists whose 
influences lie beyond conventional abstract categories. 
This curatorial rationale pursues a retrieval of social and cultural contexts for absfract art 
in Austraha, unshackling a decidedly contemporary abstraction from the rarefied 
atmosphere of modemist formalist aesthetics. Paintings by Kimberley Aboriginal artists 
Rover Thomas [1926-98] and Peter Skipper are included, along with two paintings by 
Kngwarreye (one of which is on loan from Utopia Art Sydney [UAS] and is subsequently 
selected for the QAG refrospective exhibition).^^ 
Lynn's inclusion of Kngwarreye's art in this exhibition attests to the 'meteoric' nature of 
the Kngwarreye phenomenon considering that little more than twelve months has passed 
since the artist first laid paint to canvas. Kngwarreye's idiosyncratic paintings are 
virtually catapulted into a discourse of contemporary Ausfralian absfraction as soon as 
they appear in metropolitan art spaces, and generate new currency for Desert Painting. 
The incorporation of non-figurative acrylic paintings by Aboriginal artists into a theme of 
abstraction is a bold statement on Lynn's part. The gesture finds support with Christopher 
Hodges at UAS who co-authors the booklet about Papunya Tula and Utopia art 
mentioned in Chapter Two, titled Australia's First Intemational Art Movement. ^^  (This 
booklet is pubhshed in the same month as the opening of Lynn's Abstraction exhibition). 
The booklet opens with a quote by the former Director of the Ausfralian National Gallery 
'"* E. Capon, "Director's Foreword" Abstraction [ex. cat.]. Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 1991 
p. 3. 
'^ V. Lynn, "Abstraction", Abstraction, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 3. 
'* The painting was titled Parake (1990) at the time, however when members of Kngwarreye's community 
reviewed all selected works during preparations for the QAG retrospective it was discovered that the term 
parake is not entirely appropriate to Kngwarreye's Dreamings and the title was changed to Parake 
(Intekwe). 
" (This booklet is also discussed in Chapter Two) M. Boulter & C. Hodges, Australia's First 
Intemational Art Movement, op. cit. 
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(James MoUison) claiming Papunya Tula paintings as "Simply the finest absfract 
paintings that have been produced in Ausfralia to date" ^ * Kngwarreye and other Utopia 
artists are included with Papunya Tula artists in forming this first "authentically 
Ausfralian' intemational art movement" ^^  
Lynn's syncretism of contemporary absfraction and Aboriginal acrylic painting defers to a 
vague concept of spirituality reminiscent of Jean-Hubert Martin's equivocal "spfritual 
value" in the Magiciens exhibition. The following quote illustrates how Lynn finds 
consensus between the paintings in this exhibition by identifying a common spiritual 
'silence'. Lynn writes: 
Ann Gibson has observed the paradox of Mark Rothko's impulse to withdraw into 
silence combined with his will to communicate. This is apparent in the non-
referential nature of his titles accompanied by his desire to express deeply felt 
emotions. Such a paradox underlies much absfract art. Even the Aboriginal art in 
this exhibition, which comes closest to disproving this paradox, still retains a 
silence which is inherent in both the nature of the context and in the forms 
themselves. ^ ° 
Martin's consensus derives from a vague "spiritual engagement' with the creative act and 
Lynn's consensus calls on vague analogies between "deeply felt emotions" and contexts 
of Aboriginal spirituality. All of the artists are deemed to share a certain silence, or non-
referential impulse and this is considered to define a universal relevance for all idioms of 
contemporary absfraction. Chapter One examines how this non-referential impulse might 
be considered as a historically specific and circumstantially motivated resistance to 
representation in both Desert Painting and modemist absfraction. But the coincidence is a 
common impulse to resist representation rather than being a common attitude to 
"abstraction' as such. Lynn identifies an opacity in common between these artists, but 
once again there is little attempt to consider why this might be so. 
The Abstraction exhibition takes its cue from an intemational revisionist frend attempting 
to counter the crisis of subject matter in absfract art. Large survey exhibitions, such as 
58 V. Lynn, "Abstraction", op. cit., p. 5. 
"Ibid. 
60 Ibid., p. 4. 
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The Los Angeles County Museum of Art's The Spiritual in Art, Abstract Painting 1890-
1985, are designed to subvert a commonly held perception that absfraction signifies a 
dismissal of meaning. The Spiritual in Art explores how the genesis of Euroamerican 
absfraction is indebted to spiritual concems to a much greater degree than previously 
acknowledged. It seeks to overwrite Greenberg's formalist account of modemist 
absfraction with an historical retrieval of the spiritual motives of seminal absfract artists 
such as Piet Mondrian and Wassily Kankinsky, among many others. The curator of the 
exhibition (Maurice Tuchman) claims that: 
An astonishingly high proportion of visual artists working in the past one hundred 
years have been involved with these ideas and belief systems, and their art reflects 
a desire to express spiritual, Utopian, or metaphysical ideals that cannot be 
expressed in fraditional pictorial terms.^ ^ 
The exhibition draws spiritual parallels between Jackson Pollock's absfraction and his 
interest in Navajo sand paintings. Unlike William Rubin's approach to indigenous art in 
Primitivism, The Spiritual in Art goes further than ascribing aesthetic affinities between 
the artists by identifying a common interest in spirituality. One of the exhibition 
catalogue authors of The Spiritual in Art describes this as a confluence: 
The confluence of these frends with the spiritual crisis created by the failure of 
modemism to generate social and political Utopia, and heightened by the rise of 
fascism, instilled in the mythmakers of the American avant-garde a profound 
desire to franscend the particulars of history and search out universal values.^ ^ 
It is noteworthy that Tuchman (the Curator) himself owns several Kngwarreye paintings 
and loans a key early work to the QAG retrospective.^^ 
Kngwarreye's art also features in a later Australian exhibition contending with spirituahty 
called Spirit + Place, Art in Australia 1861-1996.^ Sydney's Museum of Contemporary 
*' M. Tuchman, "Hidden Meaning in Abstract Art", The spiritual in art, abstract painting 1890-1985, [ex. 
cat.], op. cit., p. 17. 
" W. J. Rushing, "Ritual and Myth: Native American Culture and Abstract Expressionism", The spiritual in 
art, abstract painting 1890-1985, [ex. cat.], ibid., p. 273. 
*^  This work is Untitled (1990) and is similar in appearance to Untitled (1991) [Figure 26] but with more 
submerged tracking showing through the overlayers. 
^ R. Mellick, Spirit + Place, Art in Australia 1861-1996, [ex. cat.], op. cit. 
120 
Art (MCA) stages this exhibition and inclusion of Aboriginal art in an MCA exhibition 
reinforces the contemporary status of Aboriginal art. (A Kngwarreye painting owned by 
QAG and titled Wild Potato Dreaming (1990) is included in this exhibition, as well as the 
QAG refrospective.) The rationale for this exhibition drifts between themes of dialogue, 
fluidity, and vague notions of spirituality. Ross Mellick, one of the exhibition's curators, 
describes the conception of the exhibition as about "interactions" and writes: 
... fluidity inevitably follows from the overriding conception, which is that 
although the work is individually chosen by the curators, each piece is also chosen 
in relation to its interactions with other works and with other associative processes 
which ebb, flow, merge and disappear through the course of the exhibition. There 
is a strong Aboriginal presence throughout acknowledging an evolving 
partnership.^^ 
The exhibition appears to resort to the concept of spirituality because it is general enough 
to accommodate vague and otherwise inexplicable "ebb and flows' and partnerships. 
Mellick's guiding principle appears to be one of avoiding any specific content at all. He 
writes: 
The exhibition emerges out of a history of earlier times when reconnection of the 
human to other forms of life and to the numinous dimensions of the world was 
also sought. It also arises from other more veiled sources and teachings 
embodying confradiction and the play of opposites.^ ^ 
Although numerous catalogue essays explore the theme of spirituality in the context of 
this exhibition, the term remains an ill-defined and vague concept. It is an interpretation 
of spirituality that signifies nothing more than the ineffable and is devoid of 
considerations of human mortality, etemal salvation or the nature of good and evil, etc. 
There is a sense that what is sanctified is not The Unknown, but Being Unknowable (or 
enigmatic). The pervasive and deeply ingrained uncertainty invoked by contemporary 
cultural pluralism is tiius fransformed into some kind of spiritual condition. There is a 
sense here tiiat the problems of cross-cultural discourse are solved by displacing them to 
problems of theology, and thus beyond any issue of cultural pluralism in principle. 
" R. Mellick, "Spirit and Place: Art In Australia 1861-1996", Spirit + Place, Art in Australia 1861-1996 
[ex. cat], ibid., p. 17. 
66 Ibid., p. 18. 
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Co-appropriation 
The sfrategy of appropriation is also at issue in cross-cultural interactivity. Perspecta 
1993 is particularly useful for examining the dynamics of appropriation within cross-
cultural art. Lynn criticises postmodem appropriation art as something akin to 'the only 
game left in a place where anything goes'. However, the curator appropriates Aboriginal 
art herself. Similar to ways in which Magiciens and the Sydney Biennales draw on 
indigenous art to expand the category of contemporary art, Lynn appropriates Aboriginal 
art into a rationale of anti-hegemonic resistance inherent to post-1980s absfraction. Lynn 
writes: 
The so-called 'fraditional' Aboriginal art in this exhibition raises the vexed 
question of the relation between absfraction and meaning (which are at the heart 
of abstract work being made in Sydney and Melboume at present). ... 
Aboriginal art is being called abstraction here in order to redeem the latter from a 
criticism of meaninglessness. In other words, Lynn is appropriating Aboriginal art into a 
concem with an Euroamerican-based fradition of absfract painting in order to re-institute 
the role of meaning in Abstraction. Aboriginal art is always taken to represent something, 
(even if it is nothing more than a vague notion of Aboriginality), and Lynn is using this to 
influence attitudes towards contemporary absfraction generally. There is a dimension of 
appropriation in this strategy that ignores the cultural fraditions informing artworks, but at 
the same time this occurrence of misrecognition (as discussed in Chapter One) draws the 
art into an arena of more serious critical attention. 
A more interesting perspective is that appropriation entertains a dimension of sharing 
despite various motives for the appropriation. The appropriated does not simply become 
part of the colonising whole, but actually re-shapes the 'whole' as something new. The 
example of the Sydney Biennale is again useful here. The 1979 Sydney Biennale 
appropriates a Warlpiri ceremony as performance art and as part of an anti-canonical 
^^  V. Lynn, "Abstraction", op. cit., p. 5. 
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attack on modemist muscology. But in the process of incorporating Aboriginal art, the 
nature of performance art alters and the category of contemporary art shifts. 
If the agency of indigenous artists is to be considered, then why not contemplate an 
element of co-appropriation in the Warlpiri artists' agreement to participate? It is 
conceivable that Warlpiri artists appropriate the status of 'contemporary art' to gain wider 
cultural recognition. They use the climate of inclusiveness and eclecticism evident in the 
milieu of contemporary art as the 'thin edge of a wedge' As the discussion of Biennales 
demonsfrates, an ethos of contemporary art in the late twentieth century fosters 
acceptance of non-Westem cultures over and above understanding of them. This may not 
be intentional, but the failure to rationalise grounds for dialogue is not entirely futile, hi 
bringing together artworks and failing to explain any shared dimension, the exhibition at 
least institutes curiosity about the nature of cultural difference and makes it visible. In this 
context Aboriginal art is not considered on its own terms, nor is it considered in terms of 
Euroamerican fraditions and something new is at least anticipated in the dynamics of co-
appropriation. Contemporary art in the late twentieth century encourages acceptance of 
enigmas, perplexity and the occasional opacity of cultural difference, and this is partly 
attributable to the event of co-appropriation. 
The anthropologist Eric Michaels applies the term 'counter-appropriation' to this process, 
however his use of the term replays the thmst and counter-thmst dynamics of post-
colonial theories and he regards the participation of the appropriated as a defence-
mechanism.^ ^ The term co-appropriation describes a more multidimensional activity. Co-
appropriation shifts the dynamics of cultural exchange away from a Utopian pursuit of 
universal relevance towards considerations of exchange contoured by pragmatics, 
politics, and acceptance of uncertainty. Lynn mutes this acceptance of uncertainty within 
the category of contemporary absfraction, regarding it as having a "complex and at times 
confoundingly ambivalent" relation to modemity. hi this sense contemporary absfraction 
inscribes not revelation, but uncertainty, and a confiising image of the contemporary 
intellectual environment. An ethos of multiple views does not accelerate understanding in 
** E. Michaels, "Westem Desert Sand Painting and Post-Modernism", Yuendumu Doors: Kurruwarri, 
[ex. cat.], Warlukurlangu Artists, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1987, pp: 133-43. 
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expected ways and strategic co-appropriation may offer a more useful model for 
negotiating cultural exchange. 
The build-up of this enigmatic world-picture gives some insight into the intellectual 
climate surrounding curatorial approaches to contemporary Aboriginal Art leading up to 
the Kngwarreye refrospective. Vague, mobile themes of Aboriginality, Absfraction and 
Spirituality circulate around the prolific number of artworks Kngwarreye produced in the 
historical split-second of eight years. How can QAG distil a balanced approach to the art? 
A Balanced View 
The pursuit of a balanced view in exhibiting cross-cultural art is a pervasive theme in art 
discourse, and a sfrong motivation behind the Kngwarreye refrospective. In her book 
titled Experimental Art in Queensland 1975-1995, Urszula Szulakowska describes how a 
cross-cultural discourse with aspirations towards a 'balanced view' regarding 
contemporary Aboriginal art gathers momentum in Brisbane around 1990. Szulakowska 
claims that these views evolve in line with political change in the Queensland State 
Government. The author argues that the State National Party Government of the 1980s 
thoroughly ignored Aboriginal rights and culture. However the subsequent Goss Labor 
Government developed art policies around a major concem for "Ausfralian indigenous 
artists, their training and the facilitation of their access to the mainsfream art world, as 
well as the conservation of their fraditional art practices" ^^  
QAG plays a central role in this emerging local discourse, and increasingly seeks a profile 
based on cross-cultural collaborations. As Szulakowska argues, this effort towards 
collaborative art initiatives and exhibitions is an experimental dimension of Ausfralian 
art, particularly where it concems Aboriginal art. This momentum involving innovative 
approaches to Aboriginal art obviously stimulates QAG's bid for the Kngwarreye 
retrospective. 
*^  U. Szulakowska, Experimental Art in Queensland 1975-1995, Queensland Studies Centre, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, 1998, p. 151. 
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Although of a recent nature, QAG's credentials for curating the Kngwarreye exhibition 
are sfrong. In 1990 QAG host a major collaborative exhibition of contemporary 
Aboriginal art called Balance 1990: Views, Visions, InfluenceJ^ The exhibition is curated 
by Michael Eather [b. 1963] a local artist related by marriage to the indigenous 
community. Eather also runs an initiative called the Campfire Consultancy whose self-
appointed role is to promote Aboriginal art and collaborations between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal artists. The Campfire Group's (its subsequent name) collaborative 
artwork feature in the Ninth Sydney Biennale {Boundary Rider), hi 1993 Eather (and 
business partner Laurie Nielson) open what will become Brisbane's leading Aboriginal 
art dealership, Fireworks Gallery. Eather, Nielson and staff at Fireworks assist QAG's 
recently appointed Curator of Australian Indigenous Art, Margo Neale (who is not from 
Queensland), to liase with the local Aboriginal arts community. Their collaborative 
capacity is also called upon during preparations for the Kngwarreye retrospective.^ ^ 
In a similar spirit to earlier Sydney Biennales and Perspecta exhibitions, the Balance 
exhibition is based on a premise of collapsing distinctions within and beyond the category 
of Aboriginal art. Eather and fellow co-ordinator of Balance, Marlene Hall, draw together 
artworks by Aboriginal artists from Australian urban and regional areas. The selection 
encompasses a broad range of Aboriginal art from so-called 'fraditional' idioms to 
politically challenging and highly post-modem forms of visual expression. The theme of 
Balance is based on an attempt to balance perspectives (or multiple views) through a 
sfrategy of collaboration between a variety of Aboriginal art practices as well as between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists. Szulakowska writes: 
Eather wanted to question notions of cross-influence and the siting of indigenous 
art in relation to westem art practices. Thus, the social importance of an artefact 
was given priority. The exhibition challenged the criteria of both Aboriginal and 
white traditional practice.'^ 
™ M. Eather & M. Hall, Balance 1990: Views, Visions, Influence, [ex. cat.], Queensland Art Gallery, 
Brisbane, 1990. 
'^ Fireworks Gallery exhibited a great deal of Central Desert art and had strong ties with the Utopia 
community. An enployee of Fireworks Gallery visited Utopia prior to the exhibition and liased with 
community elders to bring back cultural material, information, and photography to be used in the Utopia 
Room component of the exhibition and other contexts. Fireworks also loaned a large Kngwarreye yam 
painting to the exhibition and ran a satellite exhibition of Kngwarreye's art in conjunction with the QAG 
retrospective. 
^^  U. Szulakowska, Experimental Art in Queensland, op. cit., p. 172. 
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Notions of cross-influence and relationships between non-westem and westem art 
practices are also the basis for QAG's paramount initiative of the 1990s, The Asia-Pacific 
Triennial (APT). The APTs are a series of exhibitions held at 3-year intervals attempting 
to expand what QAG's Director refers to as "cross-Asian and Pacific cultural dialogue" 
Aboriginal art is a consistent feature of the Australian component of these exhibitions. In 
1995 QAG also stages another exhibition. Pathways 1, dealing with points of contact 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures and the ostensibly fluid nature of 
Aboriginal art. Margo Neale, who will subsequently act as co-ordinating curator of the 
Kngwarreye refrospective, is appointed curator of Pathways 1. 
QAG is forging a profile at the interface between different cultures within and beyond 
Australia, and teasing the fragile boundaries between what is regarded as traditional and 
contemporary art.^ '* A retrospective of Kngwarreye's artwork offers a worthy focus for 
these aspirations. QAG's recent track record with Balance, Pathways 1, and the APTs, 
together with the inaugural appointment of a Curator of Ausfralian Indigenous Art, places 
the Gallery in an ideal position to tackle such an exhibition. 
The entire impetus of QAG's approach to Aboriginal art and cross-cultural aesthetics 
aspires to a 'balanced' view, but ironically it is a perceived lack of balance in the 
Kngwarreye retrospective that attracts the attention of one critic. Rex Butler. In a review 
of the exhibition, Butler argues that "The sfrength of the exhibition, paradoxically, was 
its ... refusal to balance perspectives, to provide some final synthesis" ^^  
Butler detects an ambivalence underwriting the Kngwarreye refrospective that he 
discusses in terms of placing Kngwarreye's art within the "Undeconstmctible Space of 
Justice" (This analysis will be discussed at length in Chapter Four).^ * A sense of 
imbalance is perceived as a final product of the exhibition, however this imbalance is also 
^^  D. Hall, "Foreword", Beyond the Future, The Third Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, [ex. 
cat.] Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, 1999, p. 19. 
''* C. Turner, (ed.). Tradition and Change: Contemporary Art of Asia and the Pacific, University of 
Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 1993. 
'^  R. Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", Eyeline, Number 36, 
AutumnAVinter 1998, pp: 24-28. 
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evident at very eariy stages of preparations for the exhibition. A preliminary version of 
the curatorial rationale for this exhibition reveals a curatorial ambivalence towards the 
significance of Kngwarreye's Aboriginality. The second and third paragraphs of the 
rationale read: 
The monographic nattire of this exhibition is a reflection of the wide reception 
Emily's work receives in the national and intemational art market and the place 
she occupies as a contemporary Ausfralian artist who has been singled out 
regardless of her Aboriginality. This is not a show about anthropology, women's 
issues or Aboriginal women's business. It is about the universality of spirittiality 
and mark making, whatever its source. It is about Emily the artist, not Emily the 
senior ceremonial leader. It is about letting a group of picttires franscend the 
cultural boundaries. 
However the traditional cultiiral source of her work and her living/working 
environment will be recognised by the inclusion of context work by other artists 
from Utopia who have worked closely with Emily and have sfrong visual and 
cultural connections. The collaborative natiire of much Aboriginal (cultiu-e) will 
also be addressed in this way.^ ^ 
This excerpt shows how QAG originally aspires to somewhat 'de-ethnicise' the 
presentation of Kngwarreye's art in order to promote her status as an ethnically 
undifferentiated contemporary artist. At the same time, they recognise the ethnic 
specificity informing her art and commit to acknowledging this in the exhibition. QAG's 
curatorial ambivalence emerges out of their aims to celebrate Kngwarreye "regardless of 
her Aboriginality" and as a distinctly Aboriginal artist at once. In his response to the 
exhibition, Butler astutely senses this cloaking embrace of confradiction lying at the heart 
of QAG's approach to Kngwarreye's art. 
Earlier in this chapter it was suggested that QAG must perform something of a juggling 
act with the Kngwarreye refrospective, and that 'juggle' is more than evident in the 
Director's (Doug Hall) Preface to the exhibition catalogue.^ ^ In his Preface, Hall 
identifies several unique qualities about the artwork, and outlines the Gallery's objectives 
for the exhibition. Hall notes Kngwarreye's idiosyncratic positions in both indigenous 
^^ ibid 
'''' Queensland Art Gallery, "Exhibition Profile Sheet", Emily Kame Kngwarreye - A survey (working title), 
June 1, 1996, n.p.n. 
*^ D. Hall, "Preface", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., pp: 3-4. 
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and Westem art practices, as well as her prolific output, diversity, dynamism, and the 
"natural and spontaneous process" that sustains her artwork.^ ^ Yet despite proclaiming 
this incorrigibility to categorisation, Hall claims QAG's refrospective offers "the first 
comprehensive profile of Kngwarreye's achievements and a demonsfration of lines of 
continuity between her first and last paintings" °^ 
Aspirations towards a "comprehensive profile" and demonsfration of "continuity" are 
problematic in the contexts of an artist whose resistance to categorisation is adopted as an 
acclaimed quality of her art. The theme of continuity is interesting as it seems so out of 
character with an artist who virtually implodes the category of contemporary Aboriginal 
art with radical innovation, and is so diverse within her own oeuvre. Yet it is perhaps the 
only theme that could establish a rationale for the exhibition. Kngwarreye's concem for 
cultural continuity is evidenced by her status as an elder, her participation in the cultural 
life of Utopia, and by rare, though pointed statements she makes about her artwork.^' But 
Hall's reference to "lines of continuity" refers more specifically to an iconographic 
continuity of lines representing body markings, sacred grasses and yam roots etc. 
This emphasis on iconographic continuity offers a method for attaining an aesthetic 
coherence regarding Kngwarreye's art. Many of the motifs employed by Kngwarreye in 
the early years of painting clearly act as templates for later forms of expression. The lines 
depicting yam roots or the paths of emus seem to reappear throughout her career, as do 
the body stripes. A theme of continuity is emphasised in several of the catalogue essays, 
particularly Judith Ryan's essay. Ryan refers to: 
the essential continuity in both style and iconography between Kngwarreye's batik 
and her painting. Her whole career answers to T.S. Eliot's cryptic statements: 'In 
my beginning is my end' ^^  
™ D. Hall, "Preface", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 3. 
^"Ibid. 
" The video shown in the Utopia Room has Kngwarreye stressing the in^ortance of passing on cultural 
knowledge to the next generation of her people. F. Torres & H. Ebes, personal videorecording, op. cit. 
'^  J. Ryan, "'In the Beginning is My End': The Singular Art of Emily Kame Kngwarreye", Emily Kame 
Kngwarreye [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 39. 
128 
The theme of iconographic continuity is supported by a mimetic referencmg. There is a 
process of cross-referencing the artworks with photographs of actual grasses and seeds 
growing in the Cenfral Desert, along with images of women from Utopia paintmg up for 
ceremony, etc. This cross-referencing appears in the exhibition catalogue as well as in the 
didactics and contextual material contained in the 'Utopia Room' ^^  The visual analogy is 
quite convincing in some aspects, such as where so-called 'seed paintmgs' are compared 
to a photograph of 'woolybutt' grass seeds, ft is less convincing in instances such as 
where the "scribbled lines' of works from 1995 unply the "sacred grasses' that 
Kngwarreye includes in earlier batiks. 
Whether Kngwarreye's later gestural 'abstract expressionism' does in fact derive from 
representations of grasses or body stripes etc., is ultimately impossible to determine. 
However, a theme of iconographic continuity does provide the exhibition with something 
on which to anchor a rationale and some sense of a "comprehensive profile". The 
confusing aspect of QAG's approach is that a theme of iconographic continuity is 
randomly conflated with literal representation and abstract expressionism. ICngwarreye 
may indeed approach her art in this manner, but the distinctions between these codes of 
visual representation are not attended to sufficiently. 
The theme of continuity linking first and last paintings largely determines the selection 
process and layout of the exhibition. Artworks suggesting links between different phases 
of Kngwarreye's art are favoured for selection, giving some criteria for selection in the 
face of the huge mass of Kngwarreye's output. The Kngwarreye refrospective is planned 
as a large-scale exhibition and ultimately encompasses eighty-nine artworks made up of 
some one hundred and ninety-one pieces (excluding material exhibited in the Utopia 
Room). The exhibition is such an extensive project that temporary premises across the 
sfreet from QAG are leased for the duration of preparations. This extra space 
accommodates additional staff required for the exhibition, but also provides space to 
'hang' coloured photocopies of each artwork on the walls of a single room. Some 
semblance of the visual wholeness of the exhibition derives from this practice, and visual 
'^  The 'Utopia Room' was a designated space in the exhibition allocated to contextual material regarding 
Kngwarreye's art. Further discussion of this room is taken up towards the conclusion of the chapter. 
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continuity is more easily achieved. Photocopies of works in doubt hang beneath the 
ongoing line of selected works and hterally rise and faU in line with fluctuating 
considerations of budget, theme, and space, etc. 
The theme of continuity also defines a chronological basis for the hang; ensuring 
artworks are categorised and grouped according to when they are painted rather than in 
terms of thematic or aesthetic distinctions. QAG's theme of continuity implicitly 
demands a chronological hang because ft relies on estabhshing the early works as a 
template of all that is to come. Artworks from the first two years of Kngwarreye's 
painting career (including batiks from much earlier) are hung together in the first gallery 
space encountered on entering the Gallery. The artworks in this room ostensibly embody 
all of the motifs that subsequently appear in Kngwarreye's work. The numerical emphasis 
on early works compared to other periods attests to the degree of importance the 
exhibition places on this early period as a template for later work. 
In some sense QAG paradoxically balances the acclaimed idiosyncrasy and infractability 
of Kngwarreye's art with a teleological value of continuity. In this way, Kngwarreye's art 
is rendered with an intemal logic - i.e., each artwork makes sense as part of a greater 
whole. 
Multiple Views, Multiple Problems 
As discussed earlier in the chapter, aspirations towards a balanced cross-cultural 
perspective of contemporary art are characteristic of the more general "pluralism of points 
of view" that Richard Kane describes. QAG's Kngwarreye retrospective labours under 
this burden of pluralism and Kane's "too many interpretations", although as Butler 
suggests, it is perhaps evidence of this burden that is the sfrength of the exhibition. 
^* The author was among the additional staff employed for this exhibition and worked on the project for 
twelve months prior to the QAG opening of the exhibition. 
*' Almost forty separate works out of eighty-nine are included in this "early years' space, although this is 
countered by the fact that many of the later works are much larger in size and offered consisting of multiple 
pieces. This means that there is a numerical emphasis on early works, but this does not equate to a spatial 
emphasis. 
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Beyond immediate concems with how QAG approaches the Kngwarreye enigma, 
observations about accommodating multiple views tease out interesting issues regarding 
pluralism in practise, and bring to light some of the pragmatic necessities of an ethically-
determined art discourse. QAG's curatorial approaches to Kngwarreye's art demonsfrate 
how ethical aspirations to invoke pluralism harbour inevitable problems that, in tum, 
require a pragmatism that limits those original ethical aspirations. To put this circularity 
more simply, it suggests that pluralism can exist only as an ideal or model, and that in 
practise it always fails to live up to its promise. 
To attain a "comprehensive profile" of Kngwarreye's art QAG requires a balanced 
perspective of the artwork itself, and a balanced perspective of what inspires and 
influences her art. QAG ultimately decides to approach Kngwarreye's art via a theme of 
continuity in her art, expressed in the exhibition through chronological development. This 
chronology of Kngwarreye's art purports to show "lines of continuity from first to last 
paintings", however it is impeded by several factors. Impediments include the sheer 
volume of Kngwarreye's output, the large scale of many of her key works, and the wide 
diversity of aesthetic qualities. This is fiirther exacerbated by an implicit requirement to 
acknowledge the broad dealer representation of an artist who is still "white hot' on the art 
market. 
Kngwarreye's prolific output is most unusual for any artist, let alone one whose career 
spans only eight years. As Hall observes in the catalogue Preface, Kngwarreye's output is 
estimated at around three thousand works. The artist sold her work through a diverse 
number of art dealers, as well as directly to people visfting the community or at Alice 
Springs where she often stayed. This means that provenance is often difficuU terrain. 
QAG attempts to profile Kngwarreye's enormous output by contactmg all known dealers 
and collectors of Kngwarreye's art, as well as publishing an "Expressions of hiterest" 
advertisement in the national press. The advertisement calls for anyone owning a 
Kngwarreye artwork to contact the Gallery with view to possible inclusion of the work in 
the exhibition. Collectors are not paid for loans, however they receive certain privileges 
in terms of invitations to the exhibition openings and catalogues, etc. The main 
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advantage in having the work included in the exhibition is that such representation 
substantially enhances the commercial value of the artwork.^ ^ QAG's problem is to 
reduce a reputed 3,000 artworks to a representation of less than 90 works. 
Apart from the vast number of artworks the large scale of a number of paintings and 
batiks also provides problems. Some of the batiks are crafted on long lengths of 
hghtweight silk, making the hang difficult.^' The large canvases require high, wide walls 
and their accommodation necessarily dismpts the chronological sequence of the hang. 
The final hang eventually develops into a loose chronology with groupings of early and 
late works forming 'bookends' for an otherwise chronologically disordered display of 
paintings. Gallery One, which is the first gallery space beyond QAG's foyer, houses only 
early works by the artist, including batiks and paintings produced up until 1991. Gallery 
Fourteen, located at a far comer of the Gallery on a lower floor, holds paintings 
predominantly from 1994 to 1996, although a number of 1993 works are also in this 
space. The remaining four gallery spaces holds works from 1991 to 1995, with 
placements determined largely by the size of one very large canvas and two multi-
panelled 'suites' of canvases. 
Big Yam Dreaming (1995) [Figure 18], measuring approximately 3 x 8 mefres, is 
positioned as the flagship of the exhibition. It is the painting one encounters immediately 
after reading the "whole lot" quote that greets audiences in the Gallery's foyer. The non-
chronological positioning of this work at the head of the exhibition serves to locate Big 
Yam Dreaming as a defining statement of the artist's work. Its juxtaposition with the 
"whole lot" quote encourages interpretation of the large canvas as a symbol of the 
"continuity' or 'wholeness' of JCngwarreye's entire artistic output. Big Yam Dreaming 
offers an impressive infroduction to Kngwarreye's art, and its location on the mezzanine 
foyer provides some commanding sight lines from distant positions in the gallery. 
** The exhibition history of an artwork is almost always included in art auction catalogues and provenance 
record of artworks for sale. Two major works from the Kngwarreye retrospective were offered for sale in 
the Sotheby's Aboriginal Art sale in June 2000. Both catalogue entries included full touring details of 
QAG's Kngwarreye retrospective. Estimated selling prices for these two works ranged between $50,000 to 
$150,000. Sotheby's , Aboriginal Art, [auction catalogue], Sotiieby's Australia Pty. Ltd., Melboume, June 
26 & 27, 2000, pp: 37 & 112. 
^^  One batik was actually 10 metres in length and was draped like a banner from the ceiling of the gallery. 
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The two other very large works in the exhibition are Alhalkere Suite (1993) [Figure 13], 
consisting of 22 canvases each measuring 90 x 120 cm., and Utopia panels (1996) 
[Figure 15], which incorporates 18 panels each measuring 280 x 100 cm. Utopia panels 
was commissioned by QAG and for this reason alone requires a prominent position. The 
wall bordering a large Water Mall in the Gallery offers one of the few locations that can 
accommodate this large suite of paintings in its entirety. The positionmg of the 1996 work 
is also out of chronological order, as it faces a number of canvases pamted up to four 
years earlier. 
Alhalkere Suite occupies the only other wall space with the height, width and viewing 
distance suitable in the gallery space allocated for the exhibition. This position means 
that the large suite of canvases is visible on the ground floor as well as from the 
mezzanine level above the painting. In this way it visually links Kngwarreye's middle 
period with the early works in Gallery One. 
The outcome of this overall hang is that having passed through the early works in Gallery 
One, spectators encounter a profusion of stylistic diversity rather than any real sense of 
chronology. The stylistic conglomeration is actually in keeping with the maimer in which 
Kngwarreye paints after 1991. The artist changes styles rapidly, often returning to 
previous styles in response to commissions. Two small panels. Untitled (1996), are 
examples of Kngwarreye returning to the earher styles of all-over dotting from 1991 and 
yam roots iconography from 1995. 
Kngwarreye's habft of sometimes "painting to order' goes against the grain a modemist 
principle of artistic autonomy. The interesting aspect of the QAG exhibition is that there 
is continuity in Kngwarreye's art whether the artist is painting to order, producing 
completely unexpected styles, or attending to her awelye. Kngwarreye demonsfrates an 
awesome confrol of composition and colour and an innate sense of visual rhythm. QAG's 
'loose' chronology captures this spirit of Kngwarreye's art whilst at the same time 
conveying an artist who is "all over the place' in the conventional terms of aesthetic 
development. 
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Because Kngwarreye's range of styles encompasses such difference, there is virtually not 
one Kngwarreye in the exhibition, but many. Her more iconographic early work and the 
all-over colour-field paintings seem to atfract an entirely different audience to those 
admiring of the stripe series and highly gestural period. The art critic John McDonald 
notes this aspect of her work in a review of the exhibition. McDonald writes: 
Kngwarreye's most confroversial works are undoubtedly those panels which 
feature stark horizontal lines on plain backgrounds, echoing the lines drawn in 
ceremonial body painting. It was these pictures that appealed to contemporary art 
audiences accustomed to the reductions of minimahsm. To less specialised 
viewers, the same pieces seemed disfressingly empty - a step backwards from the 
busy dot paintings, with their bold, attractive colours. 
The "multiple views' that QAG has to accommodate include these multiple audiences, 
and inevitably not all will be satisfied with the final selection of artworks. McDonald 
claims that the stripe paintings such as those featuring in the fluent exhibit at the Venice 
Biennale are under-represented. Other critics comment that the yam series are under-
represented. 
Yet another critic describes an almost opposite reaction to the selection of works in the 
Kngwarreye exhibition, claiming "a covert discounting of the artist's earlier works and a 
degree of promotion and justification of the artist's later works" This criticism appears 
strange in that the early works are numerically favoured over all other periods of 
Kngwarreye's career, however the visual impact of Kngwarreye's larger later works does 
dominate the exhibition. This critic argues that QAG favours later works in an attempt to 
'justify' their own commissioned Utopia panels. (This review will be discussed in more 
depth in the following chapter). These two reviews confradict each other on a 
fundamental point of what styles are favoured in the exhibition, and demonsfrate QAG's 
difficulty in attaining any kind of 'balanced view' 
The distribution of lenders to the exhibition provides at least as many difficulties as the 
selection and spatial organisation of the artworks. The novelty of Kngwarreye's art in 
*^  J. McDonald, "Eyeing the Dots", The Sydney Morning Herald, April 4, 1998, p. 5. 
*^  M. McDonald, "The problem of criticism: Emily Kame Kngwarreye", Art Monthly Australia, Number 
108, April 1998, pp: 20-21. 
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terms of its recent exposure to metropolitan audiences and the art market comphcates the 
process of selection. Kngwarreye's recent death and the impending refrospective 
stimulate yet even more interest in the art and produce a feverish demand for paintings 
still held by numerous dealers throughout the countiy. Past confroversies regarding 'fake' 
Kngwarreye paintings had thrown a cloud of doubt over which dealers handled authentic 
'Emilys', and inclusion of certain artworks in the retrospective implicitly substantiates 
dealer reputations in this regard. Quite a number of dealers lobbied the curatorial team for 
inclusion of works owned or sold by themselves, arguing that representation of particular 
phases of Kngwarreye's work are inadequate without inclusion of certain artworks.'° 
In the final stages of the selection process, when all considerations have to be taken on 
board, it is difficult to assess how much this dealer pressure motivated selections. The 
issue of dealer representation simply adds yet another dimension to the problem of 
'multiple views' 
The 'Utopia Room' 
One of the most fascinating elements of QAG's Kngwarreye retrospective is the inclusion 
of a separate space devoted to context material. This space, called the 'Utopia Room', is 
located in a fabricated room slightly apart from the main flow of the exhibition and is as 
enigmatic as the artwork itself. The 'Utopia Room' appears to reveal the hidden layers of 
Kngwarreye's paintings with photographs of the people and places most important to the 
artist. It includes a range of 'sacred rocks' gathered by senior custodians of Kngwarreye's 
principal Dreamings, Greeny Purvis and Lindsay Bird Mpetyane (both of whom feature in 
the Utopia Room's photographic material). There are also carved objects, beads and 
garments stained with dark red ochre that pertain to Kngwarreye's awelye. 
In confrast to the remainder of the open, free-flowing plan of the exhibition the 'Utopia 
Room' is a closed-off space with objects reverently displayed in glass cases. All is 
imbued with a hushed spot-lit aura. This room has a quasi-spiritual ambience created by 
'° It is impossible to determine to what extent these pressures influenced the final selection of artworks. A 
number of works were last minute inclusions, much to the distress of QAG's Registrar, but the unique 
circumstances of this exhibition allowed little altemative. 
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using westem 'holy-effects' to evoke some notion of the significance of a sacred site and 
sacred objects in Aboriginal culture. The material in this room is intended to initiate 
audiences as novice members of Kngwarreye's worldview. Maps of Utopia and 
photographs of Purvis and Mpetyane pointing to sacred rocks and sacred sites (obviously 
sacred, but not secret-sacred) are designed to emphasise how the particularity of place 
features in Kngwarreye's beliefs and values. 
Much is done to show how Kngwarreye the person is as much Kngwarreye the place. A 
photograph of the artist is included showing the hole pierced at the end of her nose in 
honour of a sacred Alhalkere landform. A photograph of this actual landform is nearby. A 
slide-display runs continuously in a comer of the room showing images of community life 
on Utopia and natural features of the land and its flora juxtaposed with reproductions of 
Kngwarreye's art. These juxtapositions are purely visual with no accompanying text. 
Across the room a continuous videoloop displays footage of Kngwarreye painting Big 
Yam Dreaming at Delmore Downs and recording her saying that it is about, "My Country 
.. .mine ... I paint it for my children, for the next generation" The didactic material 
displayed on the walls provides some information about Utopia people and their customs. 
No artworks are displayed in this room. One enters through a single doorway and 
continues around the central glass showcase, looking at information panels, photographic 
material and artefact displays as one passes. For all intents and purposes this space is a 
small museum located within the art exhibition. The "sacred rocks' themselves look like 
any other rock, however they are treated as though cloaked in hidden mystery. The effect 
of the suffused lighting and glass cases, together with a lack of information regarding 
how geological elements are inscribed into Aboriginal spirituality, is somewhat tokenistic 
and arguably confuses and mystifies more than it explains. A photograph of members of 
the community performing ceremony on site would at least convey some sense of how 
geological features are inscribed into cultural practice. 
As QAG presents them, the rocks are as abstract as Kngwarreye's paintings. This is 
acceptable if they are to be considered as artworks, but in their role as context they are 
useless. In the attempt to recognise Kngwarreye's Aboriginality without seeming too 
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ethnographic, the Utopia Room simuUaneously extends understanding of Kngwarreye's 
art and deepens the enigma. 
The Utopia Room is a direct symptom of QAG's curatorial ambivalence towards 
Kngwarreye's Aboriginality. The space affords both incorporation and distancing of 
Kngwarreye's Aboriginality in that it purports to be part of the exhibition, but is distinctly 
"apart' ft is not a gallery space as such, but a small ethnographic museum infilfrating the 
esoteric atinosphere of the art gallery. The spht personality of Kngwarreye's art, 
determined largely by dual ethnographic and modemist aesthetic frameworks of 
recognition, forges anew direction in curatorial representations of contemporary 
Aboriginal art, and manifests the ideological "problem of balance' in spatial terms. 
Context material is often included in art exhibitions of course, however it is the manner in 
which this context material is presented to audiences that is unusual. Kngwarreye's 
Aboriginality finds full expression in this room, whilst the rest of the exhibition limits the 
ethnic specificity of the art. Wall and portable didactics (called Infopanels) provide brief 
background information throughout the exhibition, however no other context material 
appears in sight of the paintings. Aesthetics and ethnography are partners in this 
refrospective, but are not visible in synthesis. There is arguably a sense that Kngwarreye's 
Aboriginahty is an optional extra. 
The Utopia Room suffers a checkered existence in subsequent venues, attesting to 
differing attitudes to the concept of such a discrete space. The AGNSW reduces the size 
of the room and its contents to something little more than a broom cupboard where fewer 
than four people can stand in comfort. The space is also greatly reduced in the National 
Gallery of Victoria (NGV) exhibition. In the exhibition's final venue, the National 
Gallery of Ausfralia (NGA) in Canberra, the Utopia Room regains significance and acts 
as a passage of entry into the exhibition. In this way, it becomes a far less 'museum-like' 
concept and somewhat elevates the ethnographic context by framing it as the infroduction 
to the art. 
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The AGNSW venue suffers an extension of the split-personality approach to 
Kngwarreye's art in that they are forced to decide on whether to exhibit the show in their 
Yiribana Gallery (a designated space for Aboriginal art), or in the upstairs gallery spaces 
where all other contemporary Ausfralian art is exhibited. Their decision to use the 
Yiribana Gallery, which is located on the far-removed 'basement level' of the Gallery, 
means that not all of the original exhibition can be shown, and even then the show has to 
be split between the Gallery's main entiy and the removed Yiribana space. Several large 
works, which would appear cramped in Yiribana, are displayed in the Gallery's entry 
foyer. 
Whereas QAG makes the Kngwarreye refrospective a cenfral focus of the GaUery during 
the exhibition's tenure, the AGNSW emphasises Kngwarreye's Aboriginality by placmg 
it in Yiribana and diminishes the impact of the exhibition by spatial disjunction and 
reducing the number of works shown. The low wall height of Yiribana Gallery does 
nothing for the visual impact of many of Kngwarreye's artworks either. Because of the 
scale and number of works in the Kngwarreye exhibition, the Yiribana Gallery is quite 
unsuitable for the exhibition. In addition to this unsuitability, the framing suggested by 
the Yiribana Gallery pays no heed to QAG's efforts to (partially) present Kngwarreye's 
art "regardless of her Aboriginality" 
The NGV also attracts criticism for diminishing the Kngwarreye refrospective, primarily 
because of greatly reduced content.^ ^ The Utopia Room is also condensed at this venue, 
becoming something little more than a display cabinet alongside the exhibition. Spatial 
limitations are possibly at issue here, however the curatorial rationale to include the 
Utopia Room is clearly not regarded as particularly significant. Representation of 
Kngwarreye's art proves to be particularly sensitive to its placement within the State art 
galleries and in terms of how the context material is presented. The Kngwarreye 
exhibition experiences significant transformations in the three State galleries in both 
spatial and conceptual organisation. However, it returns to full bloom when shown at the 
NGA in Canberra. 
" S. McCulloch, "A whole lot of Emily", The Age, (Melboume), September 2, 1998, p. 35. 
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The final venue for the retrospective at the NGA exhibits ahnost the entire original QAG 
catalogue of works, with additional works included from the NGAs own Collection. The 
Kngwarreye retrospective features as the inaugural exhibition of the NGA's extensive 
new touring exhibition space - a space specifically designated to expand the perspectives 
of the Gallery and to accommodate the diversity of contemporary art. At this final venue 
the Utopia Room is modified to serve as access to the exhibition proper. It is fashioned 
such that audiences must first enter the exhibition via an introduction to the hfe and 
culture of the artist, and then proceed through to the hang of artworks. 
The material displayed in this entry area is not as extensive as that presented by QAG, 
however the concept of the Utopia Room attains a primacy not afforded by its discrete 
positioning at other venues. At the NGA the context material acts more as a rite of 
passage to the art and arguably elides the dichotomy set up between ethnographic material 
and art at QAG. 
The NGA's temporary exhibition space has three huge rooms with very high 
unintermpted wall space. It is a space that allows audiences to fully appreciate the drifts 
of Kngwarreye's art from its most serene to intense moments. The sense of continuity is 
much easier to achieve in this large, open space and the presentation of Kngwarreye's 
aesthetic developments across eight short years is nothing short of awesome. 
The effect of the exhibition in this space is wondrous in the tine sense of the word. 
Audiences are left wondering about what inspires this art - whether it responds to 
innately Aboriginal cultural fraditions, or whether it derives from some universal human 
response to colour on canvas. If it is both, then how might the duality be incorporated 
into a framework for interpretation of the art? The juxtaposition of a range of Aboriginal 
iconography alongside what seems to be almost pure expressionism is quite provocative, 
and audiences arguably cannot enjoy this art without seriously considering the terms of 
enjoyment. 
The Kngwarreye retrospective reaches its climax at the NGA because the discrete space 
and unintermpted hang draws the art into a guise of totality, albeit an enigmatic totahty. 
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There is a sense that the diversity of Kjigwarreye's art confronts itself in this NGA space, 
and the wide, open spaces of the exhibition invoke multiple views of the art in a literal 
and metaphoric sense. More significantly, it is the traffic or sharing between multiple 
views that seems to take hold. Interpretation of the art is thus forced into a groundless 
reahn because the simple dichotomy of modemist and Aboriginal frameworks of 
interpretation does not account for how this art engenders cultural difference as such, 
rather than the tenets of one or other cultural tradition. Interpretation of Kngwarreye's art 
after the retrospective exhibition is implicitly forced to give some account of how cultural 
difference takes on an appearance in Kngwarreye's art. There is something within 
Kngwarreye's art that arguably acts as an absfract visibility of cultural difference, and 
audiences take note of this absfract visibility as an enigmatic aura. 
Audiences leave the exhibition with more questions than answers, and critical response to 
the exhibition has a particularly challenging task in determining some consensus of 
opinion regarding the art as it is represented in this refrospective. If there is something 
being shared between different cultures in this art, and if the art has worth, then how do 
critics speak of it? There is clearly an imprint of cultural difference in this art, but few can 
make sense of it or provide an account of what unfolds in the process of perceiving this 
art. The following chapter takes a litmus test of critical discourse after the refrospective, 
and explores how the obligation to pay Kngwarreye's art its dues entails a necessary 
compromise of 'multiple views' 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Judgement 
It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances. 
The mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible. 
Oscar Wilde.' 
Oscar Wilde reminds us that the visible is not necessarily the obvious, and making 
judgements about how things appear develops wisdom. However, judgement 
confronts a moral dilemma when it involves cultural difference. Charles Taylor's 
study of the politics of recognition shows how standards of judgement are not always 
common to different cultures, leaving no avenue for estabhshing relative worth 
between cultures. Taylor's reference to the "neufrality clause" illusfrates how 
recognition of difference effectively suspends judgement in these circumstances. From 
Oscar Wilde's point of view, this seems to leave recognition of difference with a 
rather "shallow' disposition. It is ethical, but is it always wise? 
The conflict here revolves around meaningful recognition. In the case of 
Kngwarreye's art, if the work warrants recognition then how does one judge exactly 
what is being recognised beyond respect for the fact that unknown standards may 
apply to the work? Or in other words, by what means is recognition actually achieved 
beyond ethics? 
Recognition of Kngwarreye's art occurs within two apparently incommensurable 
frameworks, but the sum of these approaches is regarded as insufficient. As numerous 
critics claim, tiie art exceeds existing approaches to tiie art and thus presents an 
enigma. The appearance of Kngwarreye's art is clearly one of Wilde's visible 
mysteries, but judgement is impeded because tiiere is no language that adequately 
describes the terms of this mystery. 
' O. Wilde, "in a Letter", quoted in M. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the invisible: followed by 
working notes, C. Lefort, (ed.), A. Lingis, (trans.). Northwestern University Press, Evanston, U.S.A., 
1968, p. 249. 
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Discourse regarding contemporary Aboriginal art has been largely determined by 
postcolonial polemicism, teasing out how Aboriginality differs to a hegemonic 
westem constmct of art. As this study has shown, this dynamic amounts to one 
stereotype affirming another in its bid to escape fixed and inaccurate representation. 
Kngwarreye's art is unusual in the degree that it contests both stereotypes. There is 
certainly a polemicism at work in Kngwarreye's occasional opacity, but the overall 
affect of the art is much more than this. The art demands bilateral review of stinctures 
of representation pertinent to its interpretation. Critical response to Kngwarreye's art 
is challenged to devise a language for this excess simply because this excess is so 
keenly felt in her art. 
This chapter examines the nature of this challenge and what it produces. Fragile 
discourse makes an easy target, but close analysis of several critical appraisals of 
Kngwarreye's art helps to unearth the seeds of this new language. One of the most 
fascinating aspects of these attempts is in how a temporal reorientation emerges in 
attitudes to representation and interpretation. A spirit of anticipation takes hold, 
alluding to what the art promises rather than what it authenticates. This spirit of 
anticipation thus displaces the burden of authenticity inherent to a postcolonial 
mindset and liberates discourse from the shallow disposition of recognition without 
judgement. 
The event of the Kngwarreye refrospective creates a focus on Kngwarreye's art that 
demands serious critical response and something more than descriptive and 
biographical accounts. A number of critics respond to this demand and in doing so are 
driven to consider 'the problem of Emily' as 'the problem of judgement' This 
chapter examines how the apparent stall in critical analysis of ICngwarreye's art 
registers a subtle reorientation in the critical method of interpreting art. 
'Placing Emily?' 
QAG's retrospective poses a summary reflection of Kngwarreye's art that intensifies a 
need for sustained critical analysis of the subject. The refrospective acts as a 
watershed, drawing contradictions and ambiguities surrounding the art into focus, and 
creates a useful starting point for attempts to resolve the enigma of her art. 
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hiitial media coverage of the refrospective contiibutes little to critical debate regardmg 
BCngwarreye's art. The majority of press reviews advance the same frameworks as 
those adopted prior to the exhibition (described in Chapters Two and Three). 
Accounts of Kngwarreye's Dreamings appear with little explanation as to how these 
•stories' might relate to Kngwarreye's specific circumstances, or even as to how they 
might have poetic rather than narrative resonance. Reporting that Kngwarreye paints 
Emu Woman because she is the cultural owner of the Emu Dreaming is hollow news, 
and lacks any effort to take the art seriously. 
The artworks' status as an "enigmatic object of discourse' gains momentiim when 
QAG conducts a Forum on Kngwarreye to coincide with the opening of the 
refrospective in Febmary 1998. The Forum's titie, "Placing Emily?", deliberately 
underscores hermeneutic uncertainties regarding the art. This is virtually the first 
public occasion of any kind hosting critical discussion of Kngwarreye's art, and it 
inevftably constitutes a rather disjointed, confusing, and contradictory array of 
viewpoints. All of the contiibutors to the exhibition catalogue (apart from Judith 
Ryan) deliver papers based on their catalogue essays. Other speakers include Brenda 
Croft [b. 1956], an artist/curator of Aboriginal descent, and Jenny Zimmer, who is 
Macmillan Publishers' appointed editor for the Kngwarreye exhibition catalogue. 
Despite the diversity of opinion expressed throughout the Forum, little actual 
contestation takes place. This is perhaps because viewpoints are so very different, and 
because critical discourse regarding Kngwarreye's work is at such a tentative stage. It 
also attests to how the discourse lacks a language through which to share responses to 
Kngwarreye's art. 
Some heated discussion eventually takes place during an open forum that concludes 
the day. A number of speakers from the floor object to an implied valorisation of so-
called 'fraditional' Aboriginal artists from regional communities over urban-based 
Aboriginal artists. Rather than being concemed with the imposition of a westem 
modemist framework, these speakers feel that a 'fraditionalist' framework is being 
imposed upon Kngwarreye's art, signifying that it is in some maimer "more 
Aboriginal' than other forms of Aboriginal art. This rejection of a fraditionalist 
perspective of Kngwarreye's art by other Aboriginal artists offers yet another 
dimension to the problem of 'Placing Emily?' It also reiterates how the terms 
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'Aboriginal' and 'fraditional' are complex and contested signifiers in themselves, let 
alone as to how they are applied to Kngwarreye's art. 
The Forum becomes the subject of a review by Michelle McDonald. The title of this 
review, "The problem of criticism", reinforces Kngwarreye's status as a "problem' for 
critical discourse.^ McDonald claims that part of the dilemma stems from a failure to 
judge the art. The author contends that there is a perceived effort to avoid critical 
editing of Kngwarreye's art by "vested interests" (a network of art dealers referred to 
as the 'Emily Industiy', and including QAG itself). McDonald also alleges that the 
Forum demonsfrates a concerted discounting of Kngwarreye's earher works in order 
to promote and elevate paintings from the later years of her career. This 'discounting' 
ostensibly derives from collusion between QAG and various art dealers to "clear thefr 
stockrooms" of otherwise unsale-able "difficult' art. 
The bulk of McDonald's review is little more than unsubstantiated speculation."* 
However, her determination between early "pretty" paintings and later "tough" 
paintings is worthy of some examination because it illusfrates certain problems of 
aesthetic judgement and accentuates the inevitable confradiction inherent in 'placing 
Emily' McDonald's differentiation between early and late paintings derives from a 
premise that early works appear to be painted with "loving care and enjoyment" 
because of their stmctured neatness and formal complexity. Against this, later works 
are said to be "unstmctured", "smudgy", and "could arguably be interpreted as the 
peremptory mark-making of a tired, ill, pressured old woman with failing eyesight" ^ 
The author argues that these later works are ascribed an elevated value "by talking 
them into the art-speak of global modemism" ^ Thus the more absfract and reductive 
appearance of the later paintings succumbs to imposed westem conventions of 
modemist art. 
In the process of exposing these imposed westem conventions, McDonald does not 
consider that her own perspective regarding the degree of stmcture and "care' is also 
^ M. McDonald, "The Problem of criticism: Emily Kame Kngwarreye", op. cit. 
^ Ibid., p. 20. 
'' My own editorial response to the above article was published in a following issue, S. Butler, 
"Criticism both ways", Australia Art Monthly, Nimiber 110, June 1998, p. 11. 
^ M. McDonald, "The Problem of criticism: Emily Kame Kngwarreye",.op. cit, p. 21. 
''ibid. 
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an imposed perspective. Her determinations between "shimmering" or "smudgy", and 
"high quality" or "slap-dash", are not justified in terms of anything beyond her own 
standards of what is good art. An observation that the buying public reputedly prefer 
the early "pretty" paintings (substantiated by advice from one art auction house), 
provides the only validation of her opinion. 
McDonald's criteria for aesthetic judgement are susceptible to the counter-claim that 
she also is imposing a contentious perspective of what determines aesthetic value in 
Kngwarreye's art. There is no attempt to explore whether this criteria relates to 
aesthetic standards that Kngwarreye herself might uphold. The author's valorisation of 
early works derives from assignation of order, neatness, and a demonsfration of effort, 
without any redress as to why these should be perceived as so-called universal, 
incontestable qualities of art. 
McDonald's argument is both biased and contradictory in that it discredits imposed 
standards whilst imposing aesthetic standards of its own decree. One set of imposed 
criteria is simply replaced by another. This point is worthy of mention because 
contestation regarding imposed perspectives comes to characterise critical discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art. Critics are preoccupied with the discursive limits of 
aesthetic judgement in this context and it becomes not a matter of what is of value in 
the art so much as how one can decide. The intiiguing element is that all attempts to 
circumvent 'imposition' fall victim to the same fate and no participant remains 
beyond the problem. A constant refrain of inevitable contradiction and inescapable 
bias keeps the enigmatic quality of the art afloat, but ft also generates pervasive 
dissatisfaction with existing approaches to the art. 
In response to the Kngwarreye refrospective, many critics state, or imply, that a 
critical language appropriate to the art is yet to come. A sense of fiiisfration together 
with anticipation for some form of resolution is evident throughout much of the 
response to the art. Authors frequently refer to a critical impasse, or "silence' that 
impedes understanding of the art. hi a chapter contiibuting to an anthology on 
Kngwarreye, Terry Smith claims that "While there is an abundance of joumalism 
about her apparenfly confradictory circumstances and the circling marketeers, writing 
about her art shuttles excitedly between astonishment and adulation, then drops into 
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silence."^ Philip Morrissey writes of "the concomitant difficulty of getting a 'fix' on 
the artist" Margo Neale's description of the "linguistic impasse" in speaking of 
Kngwarreye's art further underscores the stall. 
Along with this pervading dissatisfaction, a subtle and persistent imperative infuses 
much of this writing, as though there is some historical moment at stake. Roger 
Benjamin contends that "the time is ripe for the development of altematives to the 
formalist and biographical readings that so dominate approaches to Kngwarreye's 
work at the present time" ^  In a review of the refrospective in Art Asia Pacific, 
Nicholas Thomas also invokes a certain imperative in his claim that "there is much 
(also) that remains to be told, of the cross-cultural story of the making of this art."'° 
The 'telling' of this story is conditioned by a subtle form of schizophrenia. The drive 
to ascribe value to Kngwarreye's art is constantly thwarted by an ethical imperative to 
avoid Eurocentrism and the imposition of inappropriate frameworks of meaning and 
value. Critics are driven forward and held back at once. McDonald's article is a thin 
example of this resfrained impulse, however the dialectic assumes more energy in 
Roger Benjamin's catalogue essay, and the ensuing response it atfracts. 
Imposed Perspectives 
Benjamin's catalogue essay offers the first coherent account of why existent discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art is inadequate. The essay, ("A New Modemist Hero"^^), 
articulates a number of Eurocentric modemist paradigms imposed on the art in the 
processes of recognition and interpretation. Benjamin claims that "aspects of 
Kngwarreye's work and career feed directly into the most cherished Euro-American 
concepts of artist as genius, and of modemist, formalist, heroics"'^ These heroics, 
Benjamin argues, are imposed at the cost of any serious attention to Kngwarreye's 
Aboriginal cultural orientations. 
^ T. Smith, "Kngwarreye Woman Abstract Painter", Emily Kngwarreye Paintings, J. Isaacs et. al., op. 
cit., p. 24. 
' P. Morrissey, "Emily Kngwarreye Meets the Metropolitan", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], 
op. cit., p. 55. 
' R. Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", Emily Kame Kngwarreye, [ex. cat.], op. cit., p. 53. 
'" N. Thomas, "A Compelling Vision", Asian Art News, May/June 1998, p. 51. 
" R. Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", op. cit. 
12 Ibid., p. 47. 
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Benjamin's argument methodically maps how the concept of genius is unposed on 
Kngwarreye by endowing her art with values of universahsm, sublunity, and cultiiral 
transcendence. He claims that the abstract appearance of the paintmgs, and 
BCngwarreye's propensity for a more radical style of 'all-over painting', (more radical 
than her Desert Painting predecessors, that is), encourages the "fallacy of 
isomorphism".^ ^ This means that images or forms that look the same are mistakenly 
taken to have common meaning. Hence Kngwarreye's paintmgs are constantiy likened 
to those by Pollock and Kandinsky, etc., and habitually perceived in terms of a 
modemist discourse of universahsm and essence. 
Benjamin further argues that specific aspects of Kngwarreye's life are drawn into this 
image of sublimity. The event of a woman beginning a career in her late seventies 
denotes a certain extraordinariness, as does the artist's unusually high productivity. 
Kngwarreye's rapid stylistic transformations and creative restlessness further advance 
this status of genius. Her high degree of innovation thus ostensibly denotes an 
archetypal genius driven by a torrent of inspiration and sublime insight. As Benjamin 
points out. Art History cherishes numerous modemist icons whose genius is based on 
dynamic innovation - Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse to name two.''* 
Benjamin's argument regarding discursive impositions on Kngwarreye's art becomes 
somewhat overextended when he claims that a definitively masculine concept of 
modemist heroics renders Kngwarreye with a status of "suspended femininity" '^  He 
argues that a form of a-sexualisation takes place in order to position her as the 
paradigmatic male modemist hero. This is Benjamin's least convincing point. As he 
himself points out, the 'hype' surrounding Kngwarreye promotes her pristine 
Aboriginality and advanced age, but along with this it delivers a clear message of 
'Aboriginal woman' (In fact, Terry Smith's essay, published ahnost simultaneously 
to Benjamin's essay, is titled "Aboriginal Woman Absfract Painter"). 
Perhaps Kngwarreye is not promoted as a woman painter in the same manner as other 
contemporary women artists are (and still are) often portrayed. However, this may be 
regarded as a breakthrough from gender-obsessed criticism rather than necessarily as a 
failing. An equally convincing argument could be based on the art's capacity to 
'^  R. Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", op. cit., p. 53. 
'* Ibid., p. 49. 
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franscend the gender of the artist by foregrounding different imperatives. In any event, 
it is now clear that ICngwarreye's femininity is not elided. Desert Painting by women, 
and particularly Utopia women, now has at least equal recognition to that of male 
artists, and this is in no small part due to Kngwarreye's success. (Benjamin does not 
have this benefit of hindsight, of course). 
Benjamin's essay is a vahant effort to rationahse a critical problematic of 
Kngwarreye's art because it articulates how perceived values in Kngwarreye's 
'modernism' are Eurocentiically generated. But Benjamin's rationalisation ftself lays 
bare tensions and confradictions in his own argument, provoking several objections 
from other critics. These tensions continually revolve around the issue of imposed 
perspectives. 
At Benjamin's expense, it is fascinating to observe how confradiction inevitably 
asserts itself in discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art, and how a contestation between 
intuitive and intellectual responses to the art takes place. On the one hand it is 
impossible to refute Benjamin's claim that Eurocentric paradigms are imposed on the 
artist and her work. Yet it also seems dogmatic to ignore how these paradigms do 
seem pertinent to the course of Kngwarreye's aesthetic developments. The artist's 
high degree of innovation and sustained creativity and her seemingly effortless 
command of colour and two-dimensional space (for the most part), do seem to 
franscend barriers of cultural difference and attain a certain sublimity. Indeed, 
Benjamin himself succumbs to this 'intuitive intelligence' when he writes the 
following: 
The 1995 line-network Yam Dreaming and single-sfroke Awelye paintings I 
first saw at the Mora and Niagara Galleries in Melboume, which for me most 
clearly announced Kngwarreye's greatness, have been slow to catch on in a 
market which still considers Kngwarreye a painter of the dot and 
splodge.. .Now laid bare... these works activate a whole genealogy of 
memories of gestural abstract painting, from Paul Klee and Franz Kline to A. 
R. Penck, with cmcial detours via the Ausfralian absfract artists Ian 
Fairweather and Tony Tuckson. With such good connections, their time will 
surely come. '^  
''Ibid.,p. 51. "Ibid.,p. 51. 
'* R. Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", op. cit., p. 49. 
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This paragraph seems to dfrectly confradict the thmst of Benjamin's argument 
regarding isomorphism and Eurocentric impositions. Benjamin does not explain the 
terms of Kngwarreye's "greatness', and in the context of his essay the description 
appears to adhere to the very same paradigms of universality and sublimity that he 
exposes as 'modemist heroics' But how does one not speak of these obvious visual 
analogies to modemist abstraction, and is ft entirely vahd to elide or ignore them? 
There is also a tension in Benjamin's essay in terms of Kngwarreye's suspended 
Aboriginality. He contends that the imposed status of modemist hero necessitates a 
certain discounting of Kngwarreye's Aboriginal identity. Against this, he also argues 
that the artist's pristine ethnicity and affirmed Aboriginal spirituahty are deeply 
woven into the fabric of recognition and interpretation of her art. Here Benjamin 
seems to have it that Kngwarreye's Aboriginality is both expunged and celebrated at 
once (and perhaps it is). 
In terms of logical analysis there is indeed evidence of confradiction and ambiguity in 
Benjamin's essay. Yet it is odd that one finds difficulty in taking issue with any 
single element of his critique (apart from the suspended femininity perhaps). 
Benjamin appears to be both on and off the mark at once. The final paragraph of his 
essay is particularly taken to task by several critics because of apparent confradiction. 
This last paragraph calls for: 
a criticism more attuned to Aboriginal cultural values; to begin with, an 
informed sense of what her painting means within her own community, and 
the development of altematives to the formalist and biographical readings that 
so dominate approaches to Kngwarreye's art at the present time.'^ 
In a review of the exhibition and catalogue, pubhshed in Eyeline Magazine, Rex 
Butler responds to this call for more informed aftematives by asking "if Benjamin is 
so critical of those other approaches, in the name of what does he speak? If this is in 
fact the way we do think, from where could this aftemative arise?"'^ Butier makes the 
point that Benjamin may aspire to "more attuned" cultural orientations, but it is 
impossible for Benjamin, or any white art historian, to conceive an approach outside 
'^  R. Benjamin, "A New Modernist Hero", op. cit., p. 53. 
'* R. Butler. "Emilv Kame Knewarreve and the Undeconstmctible Soace of Justice", 00. cit., p. 27. 
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of "European biases" '^  The then leading art critic of the Sydney Morning Herald, 
John McDonald, also detects an impasse in Benjamin's argument. He accuses 
Benjamin of accomplishing nothing more than "emphasis(ing) the inadequacy of 
existing approaches, including his own" °^ 
Both criticisms are somewhat harsh in that Benjamin is clearly advocating a shift in 
emphasis rather than categorical transformation. However the tensions in Benjamin's 
argument do warrant scmtiny. McDonald detects a tenor of anticipation in Benjamin's 
essay, but is critical of ft. The former argues that BCngwarreye is "being used as a pawn 
in the art world chess game, in which history is constantly being anticipated" 
Perhaps McDonald is right - history is being constantly anticipated in this discourse, 
but rather than criticising anachronism, it is arguably more interesting to ask why this 
is so. What is the imperative fuelling this constant anticipation, and is it necessarily a 
failure of discourse? 
Butler's emphasis on the ethical dilemma surrounding Benjamin's argument provides 
an indirect response to this question. The former suggests that the "altemative" 
approach Benjamin desires derives not from Aboriginal perspectives per se, but in the 
ethical impetus to abandon Eurocentrism. Butler describes this ethical impetus as 
highly problematic. He refers to it as an "impossible-ethical position" because there is 
no "radically new speaking position" beyond the limitations of any ethnocentric 
approach. Butler fiirther argues that Benjamin's desire for "some critical distance 
upon his own practice as a white art historian" is an ethically driven, but conceptually 
impossible impulse.^ ^ The point is that any effort to reach beyond imposed 
perspectives is Utopian because there is no ethnically neutral position from which to 
interpret the art. There is simply no "neufrality clause" available in this context. The 
most significant aspect of this discussion concems how the ethical dimension of art 
criticism assumes primacy. The motives and methods of criticism take on more 
significance than the outcomes, and aesthetic judgement is encumbered by the critical 
impetus to render art criticism itself ethical. 
"R . Benjamin, "A New Modemist Hero", op. cit, p. 53. 
^° J. McDonald, "Eyeing the Dots", The Sydney Morning Herald, op. cit., p. 5. 
'^ Ibid. 
22 R. Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", op. cit., p. 28. 
" Ibid. 
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One of the most fascinating aspects of Butler's discussion is that despite identifying 
how any perspective of the art is always an imposition, he nevertheless unposes his 
own aesthetic perspective of the art. Butler seems to walk into the frap that he himself 
locates. In his review of the refrospective, the author conceives this 'impossible meta-
position' as a representational element of the artwork. Butler describes the "the act of 
spacing" in Kngwarreye's art in terms of a national condition of ontological 
emptiness, claiming "her work is the impossible depiction of a void or distance not 
merely between this country and others but within this country itself."^ '* This means 
that Kngwarreye's organisation of form and colour is taken to represent an aspect of 
national consciousness and its dilemma regarding Reconciliation. 
This representation of a national condition in Kngwarreye's art is problematic within 
Butler's appraisal because the author also describes the art as being definitively non-
representational. Butler suggests that the art cannot represent simply because of the 
ethically impossible situation of critical approaches to the art. To substantiate this, the 
author refers to various mimetic implications in the exhibition catalogue. He argues 
that photographs of flowers and anthills reproduced alongside images of 
Kngwarreye's "dump-dump' and 'impressionist' paintings are not convincing, and that 
in her work: 
the various lines or stripes simply divide up or create a space. Indeed, we 
would suggest that the ultimate frajectory of her work is from objects being 
depicted within a pre-existing space, to objects and space having no particular 
relationship, to objects and space being grasped all at once. 
There is something very compellmg about this reading of Kngwarreye's art that wants 
to place ft at that very point of anticipating history from an inchoate void. At the same 
time, however, it is obvious that Butler is imposing his own speaking position for 
Kngwarreye's art. In assuming a meta-position of non-representation, Butier still 
"speaks for' Kngwarreye from tiiis position. One is forced to ask how Butier can speak 
for Kngwarreye in claiming the paintings as decisively non-representational? Asking 
the very same question Butier poses for Benjamin, in whose name does Butier speak 
here, or by what autiiority does he judge her art to be "the (unrepresentational) act of 
^* R Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", op. cit., p. 28. 
"Ibid. 
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spacing"! The ethical imperative for recognition of difference (that Butler himself 
identifies) demands some acknowledgement that Kngwarreye herself may well have 
considered these lines representations of body markings, yam roots, or some other 
motif. Butler urges that the irreconcilable black and white stripes of Kngwarreye's 
paintings be read as expressions of the impossible consensus of radical difference. 
The black/white dichotomy does make for a tempting metaphor for indeterminable 
space in the contexts of a non-Aboriginal, postmodem art historian. However this 
consideration must still be held accountable to other possible readings. The 
representation of Kngwarreye's Aboriginal identity is potentially encoded in these 
stripes, and an ethics of difference insists on some degree of recognition of this. Butler 
acknowledges this ethical imperative towards multiple views, but transgresses this 
position by advancing a meta-critical, but nevertheless ubiquitous account of the 
"impossible space between cultures", 
The concept of 'impossible space' does go a long way to suggesting why 
Kngwarreye's art is so often referred to as an enigma and a source of confounding 
meaning. However this perspective is still biased in that it asserts cultural difference 
as being relevant. There is yet no way of deciding, with authority, whether 
Kngwarreye herself, or hex Anmatyerre/Alywarre kinfolk, regard this as such an 
"impossible space" 
The circularity of this argument is potentially nauseating, but it is worth pursuing to 
reinforce the point that confradiction is inevitable and that bias is inescapable. Butler's 
argument that Kngwarreye's art represents non-representation clearly embodies 
contradiction. Further to this, his claim imphes that the art represents something to all 
here even if it is "non-representation' that it represents. As mentioned, it is intriguing 
that Butler seems compelled towards an aesthetic perspective of the art, despite 
believing that any such account is always-already compromised. 
If Benjamin and Butier are somehow both right and wrong at the same time, perhaps it 
is the conventions of criticism that warrant scmtiny. There is a residual appeal to 
authenticity and authority in these approaches surrounding the necessity for a neufral 
position, or a perspective beyond bias. Benjamin's suggestion of a substitution of one 
R. Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", op. cit., p. 28. 
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more culturally attuned interpretation for the modemist heroics defers to a cultural 
authenticity. Butler speaks about Kngwarreye's refiisal to signify with a self-
authenticating ethical authority. He calls for an open-ness and inclusiveness, but this 
"call' itself assumes an authority, and becomes an ethical meta-language. As Butler 
argues, ft is clearly impossible to say anything of Kngwarreye's art without imposmg a 
perspective, and yet his argument regarding the 'act of spacing' configures itself as a 
disinterested position, or a meta-position. 
Any interpretation of the art implicitly asserts itself as disinterested, but is necessarily 
subject to some form of bias. The ethical preoccupations of contemporary critical 
discourse amphfy this paradox, but it is nevertheless a timeless condition. During the 
nineteenth century Friedrich Nietzsche coined the term perspectivism to describe this 
very situation. He outlined perspectivism as "the doctrine that there are no 
uninterpreted "facts" or "truths'"', or in other words, that human comprehension of 
any facts or meanings is always mediated by a point of view. This premise asserts 
that human experience is only rendered cognisant by subjective processes of 
interpretation. (Oscar Wilde's claim that only the shallow refuse to judge again seems 
relevant here). The basis of Nietzsche's perspectivism is reflected in what is now 
called poststmcturalism, and has been particularly invigorated by contemporary 
preoccupations with ethics. Discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art thoroughly 
embodies this vigour. (The role of ethics will be taken up again in concluding stages 
of this chapter.) 
Before pressing into the intemal dynamics of this contemporary problem of 
judgement, it is timely to consider how other critical responses to Kngwarreye's art 
attempt to circumvent the issue of bias. A number of approaches adopt a concept of 
cultural interactivity to avoid the problem. This approach is like Butler's meta-
position in that it is still an imposed point of view, even if that point of view 
incorporates conditions of multiphcity or hybridity. One such approach positions the 
art as fundamentally cross-cultural and offers reprieve from endless polarity, but it 
still has limitations. 
Cross-Cultural Aesthetics? 
^' Alan D. Schrift, "Perspectivism, Philology, Tmth", Nietzsche and the Question of Interpretation, 
Between Hermeneutics and Deconstruction, Routledge, New York, London. 1990, p. 144. 
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Aspects of Kngwarreye's refrospective expose an apparent polarity between 
Aboriginal and other Australian art that disturbs a number of critics. Inconsistencies 
are evident in a number of ways, including an unusually minimal degree of negative 
criticism of the refrospective. As already mentioned, a canon of Dreamings, 
biographical anecdotes, and comparisons with modemist absfract painters fuels press 
reviews of the exhibition. This accepted wisdom regarding Kngwarreye's art 
circulates the same few details, and cumulatively accentuates the dearth of knowledge 
about the artist and her work.^ ^ Any negative comment about the exhibition tends to 
focus on curatorial decisions rather than the artwork itself. The aforementioned John 
McDonald does criticise aesthetic aspects of Kngwarreye's art in his claim that "there 
is a great deal of weak, formulaic work, including many canvases where her 
authorship is disputed" ^^  However he counters this in the following sentence stating 
"And yet immediately, as this refrospective proves, she was responsible for some of 
the sfrongest, most original painting this country has seen" 
McDonald's main objection concems a perceived marginalisation of the exhibition 
brought about by the AGNSW's decision to exhibit the show in the Yiribana space. 
As discussed in Chapter Three, contemporary Austrahan art and touring exhibitions 
are usually exhibited in the large exhibition spaces of the AGNSW located near the 
entry foyer of the building. However, Kngwarreye's refrospective is exhibited in the 
limited space of the Yiribana Gallery at the 'basement level'. Having a number of 
large works exhibited in the front foyer, several floors away from the Yiribana space, 
also diminishes the exhibition. McDonald claims this 'special treatment' of 
Kngwarreye's art disallows optimum viewing conditions and "continues the habitual 
polarisation of Aboriginal and Westem-style art" He clearly believes that 
Aboriginal art's value lies in its contribution to the ever-changing grand narrative of 
World Art. Rather than being concemed with imposed perspectives, McDonald is 
interested in new perspectives forged by the integration of Aboriginal and other 
Australian art. 
*^ Qld. Art Gallery, "For Immediate Release - Major survey of Emily Kngwarreye's work set for QAG 
next year", Febmary 1996. 
'^ J. McDonald, "Eyeing the Dots", Sydney Morning Herald, op. cit., p. 14. 
'^ Ibid. 
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This cross-cultural perspective does not resolve the issue that Aboriginal art is 
effectively appropriated to what is largely a Eurocentiically-articulated, postcolonial-
inspired perspective. Against this, the positive aspect of cross-cultural art is that ft 
shifts focus from perspectives entrenched in long-held conventions towards 
perspectives that embrace present and future conditions. It also implicitly places 
greater agency in the hands of artists in terms of acknowledging their capacity/or 
change and to effect change. The focus of the category cross-cultural art imphcftly 
reflects a temporal shift away from the past and anticipates some cross-cultural 
outcome. However, the odd aspect of this temporal reorientation is that critics find 
difficulty accommodating aesthetic judgement within this futurity. Cross-cultural 
aesthetics does not seem to ride smoothly on the coat tails of cross-cultural art. 
Tim Bonyhady is one critic who embraces this definitively cross-cultural art, but who 
falters on incorporating a cross-cultural aesthetics. His review of the Kngwarreye 
exhibition and catalogue feature as a cover story for The Australian's Review of 
Books. The review derives its title specifically from the problem of polarisation, or 
what Bonyhady terms "Colour Separation" For Bonyhady, the Kngwarreye 
refrospective provokes a major challenge to what is conventionally understood as 
Ausfralian Art. He claims that segregation of Aboriginal Art from the category of 
AusfraUan Art ghettoises the former and ignores the cross-cultural history of 
Ausfralian art. Bonyhady emphasises that it is the cross-cultural story of Desert 
Painting, and indeed all Aboriginal art since European settlement/invasion, that bears 
the significance of the art. Its value is in its inscription of the contact between cultures 
rather than the discrete identity of any single culture. 
Bonyhady avoids the problematic notion of 'dialogue' to invoke cross-cultural art. 
histead he concenfrates on the complexity of cross-cultural AusfraUan art as a mixed 
bag of messages, and suggests that something about the broader issue of 
Reconciliation in Ausfraha is at stake in this discourse about Kngwarreye's art. The 
cross-cultural story of Ausfralian art is described as one of irreconcilable differences 
as weU as relationships, with Bonyhady aspiring towards the future of Ausfralian art 
within approaches that "show (showed) the fulhiess of Ausfralian art without freating 
32 T. Bonyhady, "Colour Separation", The Australian's Review of Books, June 1998, pp: 12-13, 31. 
" Ibid. 
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ft as all of a piece" ^ '^ "Fullness" in this context absorbs a degree of emptiness or 
inconclusion, rather than suggesting totality. It assumes a sense of "fullness" as 
embodying what deconstmctionists refer to as deferred meaning - meaning achieved 
but simultaneously suspended by the limitations/complexities of interpretation, or 
judgement, itself.^ ^ (This point will also be included in the discussion of ethics to 
follow.) 
Dissatisfaction with current simplistic perspectives is evident in Bonyhady's article. 
He calls for a new direction in the judgement of contemporary Aboriginal art, 
claiming that "it is no easy task to establish a framework for exploring Ausfralian art 
that moves back and forth between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal material" 
However Bonyhady does not accede such fluidity to aesthetic frameworks. The 
following passage demonsfrates how Bonyhady reverts to a stereotypical simplicity, 
and a familiar polarity, when he addresses aesthetic judgement. He writes: 
Although it is perhaps inevitable that non Aborigines primarily judge Westem 
Desert acrylics and bark paintings in aesthetic terms, it is all too easy for them 
to see these paintings as no more than dots, hatches or stripes. The risk of 
Aboriginal art being viewed in this way is significant when it is shown by 
itself. This risk is heightened when Aboriginal art is interposed with non-
Aboriginal art, particularly if the number of Aboriginal paintings is token. The 
danger is that reviewers miss the symbolic, narrative and political significance 
of these paintings: that they forget, as the Pintupi artist, Charlie Tjarum 
Tjungurrayi memorably put it, that "if I don't paint this story some white fella 
might come and steal my country" ^^  
There is clearly no accommodation for a cross-cultural aesthetics in these comments. 
In fact, there seems to be a somewhat dogmatic attitude to 'westem' aesthetics 
inherent in what Bonyhady is describing as a "primarily' aesthetic judgement. The 
whole tenor of this paragraph imposes an aesthetic naivety on non-Aboriginal 
audiences that is arguably impossible in the late twentieth century, and in an era 
preoccupied with ethical imperatives of identity politics and cultural pluralism. The 
event of seeing these paintings "as no more than dots, hatches or stripes" creates a 
simplistic view of the audience. One could argue that had audiences seen only "dots, 
^* T. Bonyhady, "Colour Separation", op. cit., p. 31. 
'^  J. Derrida, OfGrammatology, G. C. Spivak, (trans.), John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 
U.S.A. and London, 1976. 
*^ T. Bonyhady, "Colour Separation", op. cit., p. 31. 
"Ibid. 
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hatches or stiipes", the Desert Painting movement would never have happened at all. 
It is the very point that audiences are aware of an embodied discourse of 
Aboriginality, even if ft is largely beyond their comprehension, that provides the 
art with its appeal. This simplification of 'westem' audiences defers to an aesthetic 
appreciation of art that is impervious to the advent of postcoloniaUsm and 
multiculturalism. The term "primarily aesthetic' is highly modemist in the sense that it 
distinguishes appreciation of aesthetic criteria outside of cultural contexts. An idea of 
a primarily aesthetic response implicitly refutes the possibility of an ethically-
determined contemporary aesthetics, or a notion that Beauty can be conceived within 
ethical contexts. One could argue that following the impact of postcolonialism, all 
"western' aesthetics implicitly becomes cross-cultural aesthetics. Indeed, Bonyhady's 
own comments about all Ausfralian art being cross-cultural after settlement lends 
weight to this idea. Even a European gazing at a European artwork, for instance, is 
now self-consciously aware of their 'Eurocentric Gaze'. A consciousness of 
ethnocentric perspectives is indelibly inscribed into what we call contemporary 
aesthetics, and therefore contemporary aesthetics inherently demands an ethics of 
representation. Bonyhady's suggestion of a primarily aesthetic judgement that sees 
only "dots, hatches, and stripes" has no real basis in the collective consciousness of 
late twentieth century audiences. 
The advent of a cross-cultural aesthetics, or an ethically-determined contemporary 
aesthetics, is worthy of further examination in that it signals a new historical era in 
'judging' art. This new era is signalled in a provocative essay by Eric Michaels titled 
"Bad Aboriginal Art" ^^ Michaels' essay concems the issue of aesthetic judgement in 
the context of Aboriginal art, and is provocative in that refutes any shared dimension 
of aesthetics between different cultures. 
Aesthetics and Ethics 
Michaels is an American anthropologist who worked during the 1980s in the Warlpiri 
community at Yuendumu (this is the community who sent artists to Paris to create the 
ground painting for the Magiciens de le terre exhibition). His research originally 
centres on the interaction between new electronic media and fraditional Warlpiri life. 
^^  E. Michaels, "Bad Aboriginal Art", Bad Aboriginal Art, Tradition, Media & Technological Horizons, 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1994, pp: 142-162. 
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but this interest in visual communication expands to include the medium of acrylic 
canvas painting. 
Michaels' essay utterly discounts aesthetic criteria in the evaluation of contemporary 
Aboriginal art. "Bad Aboriginal Art" is substantially a response to the historical 
circumstances of Desert Painting in the late 1980s (when Kngwarreye begins to paint). 
The author perceives an increasingly inadequate discourse regarding Desert Painting 
and writes at a time when market interest in the art is soaring. Like Jean-Hubert 
Martin, Michaels aspires towards a more global perspective of indigenous art. More 
specifically, he urges a critical perspective that considers values inherent to the 
contemporary circumstances of Desert Painting. Michaels argues that the art summons 
a discourse regarding "problems of production, circulation, and exchange" pertaining 
to "world economics and ideology" ^^  
Similarly to Martin, Michaels insists on evaluating Desert Painting as a specifically 
contemporary art. '*° He argues that a rhetoric of 'fraditionalism' and a misguided 
perception of some inherited primordial order are imposed on Desert Painting to 
enhance its marketability, and that this effort to fraditionahse Desert Painting masks 
the art's historical value and "social legitimacy" ^^ The contemporary nature of Desert 
Painting is fiirther emphasised by claiming that it articulates a critique of modemist 
conventions similar to that inscribed in postmodem theories. (Michaels' argument 
regarding this analogy with postmodernism inevitably atfracts criticism for being a 
postmodem imposition on Desert Painting.''^ However, this criticism is somewhat 
misguided in that Michaels does not claim that the art is postmodem, so much as he 
observes how certain Aboriginal practices coincide with postmodem theories about 
authorship and originality.) 
'^ E. Michaels, "Bad Aborigmal Art", op. cit., p. 144. 
'"' It should be noted here that one of the main problems in Michaels' essay is his broad use of the term 
'Aboriginal art' Where I have referred to Desert Painting, Michaels uses Aboriginal art. It is a 
generalisation that leads to quite serious flaws in his argument that will be discussed in the following 
paragraphs. 
"'E. Michaels, "Bad Aboriginal Art", op. cit., p. 147. 
""^ C, Tsiolkas, "No authority: a whitefella reads a blackfella", Siglio, Number 8, Autumn/Winter 1997, 
pp: 6-9; P. Batty, "Waltzing thra a postmodem minefield", Artlink, volume 15, Numbers 2-3, Winter 
Spring, 1995, pp: 104-5. 
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The core of Michael's analogy between postmodernism and Desert Painting rests on a 
concept of "radical unoriginality" as advanced by Jean Baudrillard.''^  Baudrillard 
asserts that a postmodem propensity for 'unoriginality' signals a challenge to 
modemist "conventions of authorship and assumptions of creativity" instituted by art 
history in order to determine a stable consensus regarding art. Such consensus is 
considered to be resuft of the decline of art patronage (beginning in the nineteenth 
centiiry), and an emerging need to create stable determinants on which to base an art 
"market', i.e. an economy of supply and demand in lieu of pafronage. (This "stable 
consensus" is, of course, an imposed perspective or a standard of judgement.) 
Michaels draws parallels between Desert Painting and this concept of "radical 
unoriginality" by arguing that Desert Painting undermines modemist conventions and 
assumptions regarding authorship byway of 'fraditional' practices such as collective 
authorship and the reproduction of inherited designs. Such practices destabilise a 
market valuing individual creativity and unblemished originality, and are thus akin to 
postmodem preoccupations with reproduction and unoriginality. 
This analogy between a postmodem ideology of reproduction (unoriginality) outlined 
by Baudrillard, and the Aboriginal practice of inherited designs is problematic in that 
it relies on a gross simplification of two highly complex value systems. As a case in 
point, Fran9ois Dussart's thesis regarding creativity and irmovation in Warlpiri culture 
(discussed in Chapter One) is one of a number of anthropological studies posing a 
major challenge to Michaels' assumptions regarding the unimportance of originality in 
Cenfral Austrahan Aboriginal cultural practices.'^ 
Michael's analogy between postmodem and Aboriginal practices of reproduction is 
also fragile in that the author contradicts himself regarding the issue of 
'fraditionalism'. He refers to 'fraditional' practices to illusfrate why originahty is 
unimportant, but condemns 'fraditionalism' in other contexts, such as interpretations 
of the art in terms of Aboriginal spiritual traditions. The traditional practices Michaels 
uses to justify an ideology of reproduction are no less de-contextualised than those he 
criticises in the discourse of traditionalism associated with the Aboriginal art market. 
"^  E. Michaels, "Bad Aboriginal Art", op. cit., p. 148. 
'*'' F. Dussart, Walbiri Women's Yawulya Ceremonies, A Forum for Socialization and Innovation ", 
op. cit. 
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This is to say that the contradiction occurs by invoking fraditionalism despite having 
just criticised the appeal to fraditionalism. 
But it is Michaels' rationalisation of a pedantically non-aesthetic critique of Desert 
Painting that is most at issue in this discussion. Michaels claims that Desert Painting 
is: 
the product of too many discourses: the painters' attempts to have their designs 
(and themselves) acknowledged seriously in the contemporary market, the 
market's requirements for exchange-value fodder, and the 
consumer/collector's own interests. '*^  
He argues that the art does not support evaluation in aesthetic terms because there can 
be no stable consensus on what is good or bad Aboriginal art, and concludes that, 
"The confradictions of this system resist resolution. "^ ^ 
As this chapter demonsfrates, the contradictions of this system indeed resist 
resolution, but there is no apparent reason why the art can still be judged in cultural, 
social, or historical terms and not aesthetically. The following, and last, paragraph of 
Michaels' essay claims that evaluation of Aboriginal art can only be in terms of it 
being a social or cultural document, excluding its status as an aesthetic object. He 
writes: 
The result (of the production and reception of Aboriginal art) is a stochastic 
system, neither determinate nor indeterminate, but one that nonetheless seeks 
description and deserves judgement (i.e., of the process of production and 
circulation, but not of the product). Good Aboriginal art, as well as its 
criticism, must indeed "appeal to the assent of the other" and does not seek to 
convince. Judgements of the product must always ultimately - be exposed as 
fraud (my emphasis).'*' 
If Michaels can assert Desert Painting as definitively cross-cultural, then why not a 
cross-cultural aesthetics? If there is some universal standard forjudging social 
legitimacy, then why not forjudging aesthetic merit? Michaels' argument implies that 
all Desert Painting that asserts a social legitimacy is good, regardless of its aesthetic 
qualities. This argument reduces these contemporary creative expressions of 
"^  E. Michaels, "Bad Aboriginal Art" op. cit., p. 162. 
^^Ibid. 
"^  Ibid., p. 163. 
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Aboriginal people to anthropological objects. His rationale does not allow for the fact 
that some attempt to communicate aesthetically may be at work in Desert Painting. 
The event of these paintings being created with the art market in mfrid suggests tiiey 
might indeed be art. There is also evidence that the artists themselves have particular 
criteria for aesthetic judgement of Desert Painting. It is common for artists m Central 
Ausfralia to distinguish between "mbbishy" paintings or "quick-quick ones", as 
opposed to "good" or "proper" paintings" "^  The former paintings pertain to what is 
destined for the tourist market, while the latter are painted with the fine art market m 
mind. This determination by the artists clearly incorporates the response of whitefellas 
and Michaels' argument that no cross-cultural aesthetic is possible does not stand up 
in this context. 
Michaels defends his argument by citing examples that are not actually pertinent to 
Desert Painting as such. He refers to controversy arising from a contemporary 
overpainting of rock art, and an effort to stop graffiti in Yuendumu by employing local 
elders to paint the local school's doors. These examples do not address contexts where 
visual appeal is concomitant to engagement with the art market. Aesthetic judgement 
is not inconsequential to artists in this latter context, as the sale of their product 
primarily depends on this criterion. Articulation of an agreed standard maybe well 
nigh impossible, but it is indisputable that an aesthetic consensus of some form is 
assumed or at least anticipated in order for frade to take place. 
Desert Paintings are created (at least partly) to convey visual pleasure in some way so 
that they can atfract frade. The paintings must sohcit the gaze and induce desire in 
order to sell. Claiming that aesthetic determinations have no role in the discourse of 
Desert Painting implies that the artists are ignorant of the role that visual appeal plays 
in art, and that they are fundamentally unaware of the basis of the interaction between 
themselves and their audience/market. The artists may not be the point-of-sale 
marketeers, but to suggest that they are unconcerned with a shared aesthetics, or in 
how visual appearance can persuade, convince, and seduce non-Aboriginal viewers, is 
a patemalistic conceit. 
"* This information was attained during a field trip to Aboriginal art communities at Alice Springs, 
Yuendumu, and Utopia. The study was conducted in the company of an art dealer who was negotiating 
with artists. The artists had a very clear idea of what was regarded as 'good' and 'bad' art in aesthetic 
terms. 
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Michaels quotes instances where the choice of acrylic colour is incidental, and where 
designs are changed in response to advisors' comments. But again, this does not 
satisfy an argument that a shared aesthetics is unimportant to the artists. It simply 
alludes to a certain pragmatism in terms of available or recommended colour. (One 
wonders here how many non-Aboriginal artists have been 'advised' by their dealers to 
use a certain colour or style that might appeal to buyers?) Michaels does not 
ultimately justify why aesthetics caimot participate in his stochastic system or as part 
of a fluid framework of judgement. The question of how the visual qualities of the 
artwork negotiate the cross-cultural experience remains valid. If the art in some way 
anticipates a vague consensus of taste, it is still a matter of aesthetics to some degree. 
Michaels' "stochastic system" is clearly grounded in an ethical imperative to 
recognise the art, and there is no apparent reason why this system caimot include an 
ethically-inscribed aesthetics. 
When Michaels calls for a critical perspective inherent to contemporary circumstances 
of Desert Painting, these circumstances must also include more ethically-attuned 
contexts of reception. The problem with Michaels' argument is not in his rejection of 
a neufral perspective regarding aesthetics. Rather the problem is his assumption of 
neufrality in determining social legitimacy. Michaels speaks for Aboriginal art in 
judging this art socially legitimate, just as he would be speaking for Aboriginal art in 
judging it beautiful. This all demonsfrates how there is simply no escape from 
Nietzsche's premise of perspectivism, but one begins to wonder whether an essence of 
neufrality is so important after all. There is much to suggest that Charles Taylor's idea 
of a "pragmatic confradiction", or an acknowledged constmct of neufrality, is far more 
useful in this climate of cultural pluralism. 
The Neutral Position 
Modemist tendencies towards scientific positivism resist the idea that there is 
ultimately no unmediated facts, and that there is no neufral objective position. In this 
sense positivism is virtually the antithesis of pluralism. An ethos of pluralism attacks 
positivism at its heart and creates a new order valuing what potentially unites a 
community over what might rationahse its existence. This is again indicative of a 
spirit of anticipation displacing the burden of authenticity. The interesting aspect of 
162 
this discussion however, is that having established the impossibility of a neufral 
position, it is also impossible to operate without it. The following review of 
Kngwarreye's art by Robert Holhngworth helps to work through this dilemma. 
HoUingworth's article titled, "Looking at (not seeing). Reconsidering the work of 
Emily Kame Kngwarreye", is similar to Michaels' approach in that it discounts 
aesthetic judgement of the art and adopts a purportedly non-aesthetic critique of the 
art as a neutral perspective.'*^ HoUingworth's attempt inadvertentiy reaffirms the 
impossibility of any such neufral position, but analysis of his argument also helps to 
tease out why the assumption of a neufral position is nevertheless necessary. 
An anti-aesthetic position grounds HoUingworth's attempt to mobilise viewers of 
Kngwarreye's art beyond Eurocentric conventions. He argues that we ('westem' 
audiences) are conditioned to approaching art via an aesthetic posture that imposes an 
"homogenous sfrategic framework" ^ ° According to Holhngworth, audiences are 
particularly inculcated towards seeing art via theoretical frameworks rather than 
attending to a less mediated perception of the artwork. He argues that "In art today, 
critical attention is directed to locating theoretical contexts associated with the work 
rather than actually engaging with the work itself'.^' This argument assumes that such 
perceptual engagement is unmediated, unlike theoretical perspectives. 
Holhngworth fiirther argues that Kngwarreye's art necessitates a "revision of 
perception" because "if there is one thing we can say about Kngwarreye's works, we 
cannot read them as theoretical (rhetoncal) surfaces" This comment implies that 
Aboriginal culture is without theories of representation and visual communication -
theories that may be communicated orally or via implicit means, but nevertheless are 
rationalised perspectives of how and why certain visual communication takes place. 
In a contradictory manner, Holhngworth proceeds to interpret the art on the basis of a 
concept of "socialised vision" and draws on certain existential and semiotic theories 
of vision (that is, he imposes certain theoretical perspectives on the art). 
*' R. Holhngworth, "Looking at (not seeing) Reconsidering the work of Emily Kame Kngwarreye", Art 
Monthly Australia, tiximheT 11, November 1998, pp: 15-17. 
'"Ibid., p. 15. 
'• Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
^^  Ibid., p. 16. Norman Bryson and Jean-Paul Sartre are mentioned in particular. 
163 
HoUingworth claims that the Westem viewer is restricted by "a strict Westem 
methodology, one that considers everything as static entities in a system of interposing 
relationships" ^ "^  The 'westem audience' in this instance is again framed within a 
conveniently simplistic stereotype and isolated from the impact of cultural difference. 
In terms of discounting aesthetic evaluation of Desert Painting, Holhngworth is very 
similar to Michaels. Despite his criticism regarding theories of vision, Holhngworth 
advances a theory of visual perception that incorporates elements common to 
Michaels' stochastic system. HoUingworth regards the 'Westem viewer' as being 
fraditionally defined by Stmcturalism i.e., a viewer who can only see via "fixed 
classifications", "static objects", and "immobilising outlines" ^ ^ He argues that the 
Westem viewer is held rigid by these preconceived "positions" or "aesthetic 
postures" Throughout HoUingworth's entire argument, aesthetics is only perceived in 
rigid terms of an "aesthetic posture" Similarly to Michaels and Bonyhady, 
Holhngworth does not allow any conceivable fluidity in terms of aesthetics. The latter 
argues for a reprieve from Stmcturalist enslavement via "another possibility implied 
by the pre-eminent Japanese writer, Keiji Nishitani" ^^  (Holhngworth does not 
explain why Nishitani's writing is a "possibility" as opposed to a theory, and thus why 
this 'possibility' is not just another theory.) 
According to Holhngworth, Nishitani's possibility/theory is definitively anti-
stmcturalist, and affords a world-view where fixed subject/object positions are 
rendered insolvent. In Nishitani's world-view "the object resumes its place and 
mobility as part of an indivisible continuum which includes us" ^ ' At this point the 
author draws an analogy between Nishitani's "universal field of transformations" and 
Kngwarreye's supposedly 'universal' comment that she paints "the whole lot" ^^  This 
is to say that Holhngworth interprets "whole lot" as "indivisible continuum" He 
further argues that the basis of Nishitani's idea of indivisible continuum is that 
perception be reduced to a volatile atomic level (something akin to theories of 
Quantum Physics). The following quote illusfrates HoUingworth's method of 
redeeming modes of perception from a homogenous Stmcturalist hegemony. He 
writes: 
'"* R. Holhngworth, "Looking at (not seeing) Reconsidering the work of Emily Kame Kngwarreye", 
op. cit, p. 16. 
"ibid., p. 15. 
** Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
'' Ibid. 
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In this discussion (Nishitani's), the recognition of indivisibility is not even a 
philosophical consideration. Instead it has its origins in physics. It recognises 
the body (and everything else) as a transitional sfte of interactive energies. It 
can be as unremarkable as the scientific certainty that one day a free will 
become a rock (or a brick) and I will become a free. We easily accept the 
Westem maxim "dust to dust' It is only a tiny step further from dust to free, it 
just takes a little longer.^ ^ 
The usefulness of a mode of perception relying on such a reductive level is highly 
questionable. A body is certainly a continuum of bilhons of atoms, but it is also an 
entity in itself. This "insolvent" mode of perception grounds HoUingworth's formal 
analysis of Kngwarreye's paintings. He suggests that the ways in which Kngwarreye 
deploys dot and line (the mainstay of her artistic method) evoke a sense of continuum, 
and claims that "We can understand the works as the enactment of experience 
associated with being inextricably included in an indivisible world" *° In 
Kngwarreye's artwork, HoUingworth suggests that line does not outline, but 
graphically records "a body/world experience", and the dots assume an atomic 
dimension, amassing as "an indivisible system of inclusiveness" '^ There is some 
similarity between this formalist reading of Kngwarreye's art and Butler's "act of 
spacing" approach, although the latter arguably has a more sustainable logic. 
HoUingworth's formal analysis of Kngwarreye's art does not include reference to any 
of her paintings in particular, but encompasses a broad view of what unfolds in the 
perception of her work in general. George Bataille's theory regarding formlessness is 
also deployed to substantiate HoUingworth's theory about Kngwarreye's art.^ ^ What 
Holhngworth fails to acknowledge is that in his formal analysis of Kngwarreye's art, 
he is adopting an 'aesthetic posture'. Furthermore, the possibility of both artist and 
viewer conceiving an indivisible continuum through BCngwarreye's particular 
application of dot and line implies that some aesthetic consensus is at work. 
HoUingworth's theory regarding Kngwarreye's art is just that. He cannot sustain his 
claim that a perception of 'wholeness' is not a theory about visual perception, and his 
^' R. HoUingworth, "Looking at (not seeing) Reconsidering the work of Emily Kame Kngwarreye", 
op. cit, p. 16. 
•^ I^bid. 
*' Ibid. 
®^  HoUingworth refers readers to a text titled Formless - A User's Guide by Rosalind Krauss and Yves-
Alain Bois for an introduction to the writings of Bataille, ibid. 
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insistence on a non-aesthetic critique is at odds with his own method. The author 
claims that perceiving Kngwarreye's art as an indivisible continuum is not "an 
aesthetic consideration it is not a position to be adopted" ^^  However it is an adopted 
position, and fiulhermore he engages in a discussion of aesthetic considerations (how 
dot and line are used) to justify his argument. The author inadvertently shows that 
aesthetic criteria clearly have a place in evaluation of Kngwarreye's art. Similarly to 
Michaels, Holhngworth fails to acknowledge that the visual appearance of these 
artworks is inherent to any discussion of shared value or meaning. The visual image 
remains the trigger for any mode of sharing and as Oscar Wilde suggests it is simply 
"shallow" to refrain from attempting to judge its appearance. 
The most fragile aspect of HoUingworth's argument is that his theory regarding 
indivisible continuum fails to acknowledge the necessity of some form of conceptual 
stmcture. Similarly to Tim Bonyhady's desire for a more fluid framework, 
Holhngworth concedes that "something can be created in art a phase-form - that can 
be "acknowledged' but not differentiated'" ^ This conceives a less stmctured 
approach to perceptions about art (or any aspect of experience), but a framework of 
some degree is still required. Holhngworth himself describes Kngwarreye's art as "a 
culturally arranged stmcture that perhaps speaks of a world picture which may be 
unrecognisable to Westem perceptions" But it is still conceived as a "stmcture" The 
phase-form that can be "acknowledged", but not differentiated, is perhaps akin to the 
concept of the empty signifier discussed e^-lier in this thesis, but again, Holhngworth 
fails to recognise that it is still conceived of as a stmcture, or signifier. 
Review of HoUingworth's argument, along with other approaches discussed in this 
chapter, reinforces how interpretation always requires a framework or perspective, 
and that this perspective can never he neufral; it is ah^ays provisional. This is why 
Butler imposes an aesthetic perspective of Kngwarreye's art, despite acknowledging 
the ethical limitations of any such perspective. Butler's "act of spacing' attempts to 
make sense of the art, but making sense in this context of interpretation must be seen 
as a creative act and not an archaeological find. 
*^  R. Holhngworth, "Looking at (not seeing) Reconsidering the work of Emily Kame Kngwarreye", 
op. cit, p. 17. 
64 Ibid, 
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This discussion regarding frameworks of interpretation closely parallels the critique of 
fixed systems of representation occurring in Victoria Lynn's curatorial rationale for 
Australian Perspecta 1993, discussed in the previous chapter. Lynn argues that 
poststmcturalism advocates the negation of systems of representation, producing a 
climate of 'anything goes' Against this, Lynn affords non-westem cultures a fluid 
rather than fixed stmcture, but a framework of representation nonetheless, ft might be 
argued that what is happening here is that non-westem cultures are assuming or 
adopting a framework of representation as a sfrategy to counter the constmct of a 
Westem hegemony. The fact that these frameworks are constmcts makes them no less 
valid in terms of cultural experience, and they are only invalid within discourse that 
defers to authenticity. 
This issue of authenticity virtually haunts contemporary critical discourse and there is 
clearly a need for reconsideration of its incorporation into the concepts of 
interpretation and judgement (as indeed deconstmction enacts) in this more ethically-
conscious climate. Examination of critical discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art 
suggests that the act of interpretation is now more profoundly anticipatory than in the 
past, and that it must be acknowledged as such. There is arguably a need to soundly 
eradicate the concept of authenticity from discourse at this time in order to free up the 
processes of communication. 
One of the aims of this thesis is to explore positive outcomes in negotiating this 
constmct of neufrality. Contemporary critical theory's embrace of ethics demands 
acknowledgement of the never-neufral perspective, but it must offer more than this. 
The enigma of this situation must prove productive, or else the role of ethics in 
contemporary discourse looms as guardian of the dead - and "dead' discourses are 
dogma. Kngwarreye's art poses an enigma, but the seeds of an entirely new discourse 
of contemporary Aboriginal art develop out of this dilemma. As Roger Benjamin 
suggests, discourse is anticipating history - it is driven to find a new way forward. 
The enigma stalls interpretation of the art, but it also anticipates a new direction in 
discourse. If the enigmatic fascination of the art did not do so then the art would be 
regarded as simply obscure, and Kngwarreye's art is rarely criticised for being 
obscure. 
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Brian Rotman's argument regarding empty signifiers is worthy of reconsideration 
here. Absent vanishing points, value-less numerals, and virtual dollars all anchor 
entirely new systems of value wherein they themselves cannot be authenticated. The 
ultimate response to Kngwarreye's art is to perceive an enigma, but it is not perceived 
as irrelevant. In this way it provokes new systems of representation and interpretation. 
The Empty Signifier 
Signifiers are utterly grounded in particular systems of signification - they are not 
universal and do not operate outside of historically contingent frameworks. This is 
what distinguishes the empty signifier from being some universal standard. As a 
cultural form, the empty signifier is rooted in historical circumstances and applies 
only to these circumstances. 
The interesting element of this concept is that a system of communication is 
established on what Rotman calls an "originating fiction". This means that it cannot 
be authenticated but the thmst of its usefuhiess is in anticipating a system of 
communication or representation. As mentioned, the spirit of anticipation displaces 
the burden of authenticity. It is interesting that Martin Heidegger, who is largely 
regarded as an essentiahst philosopher, also incorporates this spirit of anticipation in 
his ontology. 
Heidegger's main contribution to philosophy is for incorporating a temporal 
dimension into ontology, and for his inscription of what he calls an "anticipatory 
resoluteness" within the essence of Being.^ ^ Heidegger regards this anticipatory 
resoluteness as defining the "groundless grounding" of human existence. Without 
falling too deeply into the quagmire of Heidegger's ideas regarding Being at this 
point, it is worth considering this aspect of Heidegger's philosophical venture into the 
nature of existence simply because ft couples a spirit of anticipation with 
epistemological uncertainty, and both are symptoms of discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art. 
*' Cited in L. Vogel, The Fragile "We ", Ethical Implications of Heidegger's "Being and Time " ", 
Northwestern University Press, Evanston, Illinois, 1994, p. 1. 
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Heidegger formulates 'anticipatory resoluteness' as an expression of the paradoxical 
"factitical ideal" that govems his fimdamental ontology.^ ^ The paradox here is that 
Heidegger's essentialism is based on an ideal, or what one might even call (after 
Rotman) an "originating fiction" This is to say that Heidegger's essential stmcture of 
existence is govemed by an ideal of what one ought to be. The essence of Being for 
Heidegger occurs within apprehension of this ideal as an ideal, or in other words 
within apprehension of the absence of any absolutes governing one's existence. This 
is to say that ft is the experience of profound ontological uncertainty that actually 
defines the human state of Being for Heidegger. Belief in God ostensibly suppresses 
this uncertainty, but Heidegger argues that modemity's "death of God' syndrome 
entices the anxiety of ontological uncertainty to reassert itself. 
It is Heidegger's insistence on "groundless grounding' that is most intriguing in the 
contexts of critical discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art. Butler's 'act of spacing' in 
the face of an ethically-impossible position entertains exactly this 'groundless 
grounding' effect. The dialectic of desiring certainty in the face of an acknowledged 
ultimate uncertainty seems to define contemporary critical theory generally, along 
with any ethically inspired cross-cultural practice. Heidegger's embrace of ontological 
uncertainty within the essence of Being itself also inherently embraces 
epistemological uncertainty. 
The whole idea of "groundless grounding" seems to lie at the base of the "resfrained 
impulse' at work in critical response to Kngwarreye's art, and arguably govems 
perception of its enigmatic aesthetic. The source of tension in this discourse occurs in 
the attempt to achieve aesthetic judgement whilst fully acknowledging an absence of 
absolute aesthetic standards. Heidegger's concept of "anticipatory resoluteness" offers 
a grounding, or resoluteness, in this context in that it instils a grounding within the 
spirit of anticipation. 
Heidegger's ontology offers a way of assuming a grounding and overcoming 
provisionality through anticipation. Further analysis of Heidegger's philosophy drifts 
too far afield for this study however the point is that Heideigger's emphasis on 
anticipation does demonstrate how a temporal reorientation towards futurity can 
66 L. Vogel, The Fragile "We", Ethical Implications of Heidegger's "Being and Time"", op. cit, p. 1. 
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overcome the "anything goes" syndrome of ultimate provisionality. Critical discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art is forced to consider an ultimate provisionality in the 
interpretation of her art, and leans into a spirit of anticipation to move beyond this 
impasse. 
Terry Smith's critique of Kngwarreye's art identifies this ultimate provisionality, 
however the author defaults from this position when he "grounds' the provisionality 
into a universal standard. In his essay titled "Aboriginal Woman Absfract Painter", 
Smith describes the provisionality inherent to Kngwarreye's art in terms of a universal 
language of absfraction. Smith identifies Kngwarreye's art as ambiguous signs 
because of incommensurable values, however in order to render the art 
communicative he rationalises the provisionality as an expression of a universal 
language of absfraction.^ ^ That is, he contains the quantitative plurality of 
provisionality to a monolithic concept of universal absfraction. In this way Smith's 
inscription of the art's inherent provisionality transforms into an imposed universal 
perspective similar to HoUingworth's theory of 'wholeness' 
Similar also to Tim Bonyhady's approach. Smith brings the two main frameworks of 
recognition of Kngwarreye's art (the visual languages of Aboriginal iconography and 
modemist abstraction) into a common domain of "contact art" ^^  He suggests that 
provisionality is the key to understanding how Kngwarreye's art can belong to both 
Aboriginal traditions and modemist absfraction at once. Smith argues that this 
understanding derives from a longstanding fradition of "contact art" This fradition 
ostensibly derives from how Aboriginal people are well versed in visual 
communication unsupported by verbal references within their own cultures (a claim 
not sufficiently substantiated in his essay). It also ostensibly derives from their history 
of exchange with other cultures such as trade between Aboriginal communities from 
Amhem Land and Macassan fraders from Indonesia. A constant frade of aesthetic 
objects since that time is said to provide lessons in communicating with other cultures 
in a non-verbal sense, and in fransforming fraditional idioms in ways that satisfy their 
own cultural requirements and those of cultural exchange. For Smith, this duality 
registers a fraditional cultural understanding of provisionality. 
*'' T. Smith, "Aboriginal Woman Abstract Painter", op. cit, p. 27. 
*' Ibid., p. 25. 
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Smith implies that this provisionahty is beyond signification and also deems the art to 
be non-signifying because Kngwarreye's responses are fundamentally grounded in 
materials rather than ideas.^ ^ Various attributes of the art are used to demonsfrate 
Kngwarreye's intuitive response to paint and canvas. This is as opposed to her 
considering the art as an expression of ideas. The speed of the gesture as paint is 
applied to canvas is suggested as one element of this intuitive response. As mentioned 
in Chapter One, Kngwarreye and other female Utopia artists differ to the Papunya 
methodical style of acrylic painting. The male Papunya artists' systematic 
franscription of designs from ground painting and body designs does not allow the 
freedom or spontaneity exercised by Utopia women painters, and Kngwarreye 
employs this freedom and spontaneity far more than other artists at the time. For 
Smith, this freedom attests to Kngwarreye's understanding the canvas as an unspecific 
space rather than as a surrogate for ground painting or body designs.. He regards 
Kngwarreye as energising a space, or creating a space from nothingness (i.e. the 
canvas is not a cultural entity to her), similarly to Jackson Pollock's process with drip 
paintings.^° 
Smith also perceives the visual ambiguity of the art as registering non-signification 
and provisionality. He suggests it represents "sheer visual fransformation rather than 
literal or verbal fransformation" This seems to mean that visual ambiguity invokes a 
sensual response rather than an intellectual response, but is this not simply "sense' 
signification? Kngwarreye's technique of wet interactivity (wet-on-wet paint) is also 
used to demonstrate an artist intuitively responding to the qualities of the paint rather 
than its potential as signification. Smith argues that Kngwarreye engages with the 
processes of production in terms of ritual behaviour. Her physical relation to the 
canvas is conceived in terms of how her reaching across the canvas inscribes body 
movements of digging, and physical connection with her Country. 
Smith is describing the art in terms of how it operates outside systems of 
representation, but if these gestures do inscribe a relationship with Countiy then it is 
still a coded gesture and thus a form of signification. Smith suggests that the physical 
relationship to the canvas through touch and movement is more important to 
*' T. Smith, "Aboriginal Woman Abstract Painter", op. cit, p. 28. 
™Ibid. 
' ' Ibid., p. 29. 
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Aboriginal artists than any optical engagement, (i.e. they don't paint what they see, 
but what they paint in terms of touch and rhythmic movement). Whilst this notion of 
rhythmic ritualistic behaviour is credible in itself, it also confradicts Smith's claim 
about visual transformation being paramount. It is also at odds with his comments 
79 
about how certain colours "signify' particular phenomenon. 
The problem that Smith ultimately confronts, is that non-signification renders the art 
uncommunicative. The art is thus deemed to be in some way "artless" (as Smith 
himself notes).^ ^ In order to rationalise the paintings as art that actually communicates 
Smith asserts the provisionality as a signifier itself, but it is modelled in terms of the 
universal signifier of abstraction. The idea that the art harbours multiple readings 
ironically encourages Smith to approach the art in terms of monolithic language. He 
contends that "One answer to the question of multiple readings is to recognise that the 
artist is endeavouring to incorporate a feeling of the wholeness of experience."^'' He 
thus universalises the ambiguity of "wholeness" in a very similar manner to 
HoUingworth's approach. The original duality (contact art) is thus ultimately 
rationalised into a unity (abstraction). 
Kngwarreye's perception of "wholeness" (or more accurately, "whole lot-ness') 
verifies her as something akin to a late modemist for Smith because Kngwarreye's 
"fluidity as stmcture" induces a state of consciousness that perceives the world as 
fluid as Monet.^ ^ Thus, Smith shifts from claiming Kngwarreye's art as a physical 
and intuitive response to the materials of production, to claiming it expresses 
profound ideas about human experience and states of being. Kngwarreye is defined as 
an abstract painter via these qualities of universal expression because, as Smith 
argues, (westem) absfract painters also understand the canvas as a provisional space 
offering new modes of perception rather than representation of existing modes. He 
identifies how Kngwarreye's paintings support a plurality of meanings, but he is 
nonetheless driven to rationalise this plurality into a theory regarding absfraction as a 
universal visual language. 
^^  T. Smith, "Aboriginal Woman Abstract Painter", op. cit., p. 31. 
" Ibid. 
^*Ibid. 
^^  Ibid., p. 32. 
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As suggested in Chapter One, there is merit in considering how these artists attempt to 
work beyond representation, but the point is that rendering the art as non-signifying is 
fiTiitless. A concept of transcendental non-signification subsumes considerations of 
the historical specificity of the art and is merely a disguise for yet another meta-
narrative that ultimately speaks/or all. In this instance the incommensurable duality 
of 'contact art' is subsumed into a coherent universal language of absfraction. Yet 
again, there is nothing to validate that Kngwarreye perceived such "wholeness", and 
Smith's approach remains an 'imposed perspective' The irrational coincidence of 
Kngwarreye's art, and the suspension of judgement that ft demands (in the absence of 
universal criteria for judgement), leaves the art open or enigmatic but Smith is driven 
to suture this opening with the contentious paradigm of a universal language of 
abstraction 
It is the appeal to a universal standard that particularly rings hollow in Smith's 
aesthetic judgement. Whilst the philosopher Immanuel Kant might argue that all 
aesthetic judgement is enacted as if a universal standard exists, the contemporary 
ethical climate seems to render even the possibility invalid.^ ^ However, in terms of 
this current discussion it is evident that Kant's "a.s if strategy clearly incorporates a 
spirit of anticipation. Judgement as r/universal criteria exist is the cenfral thesis of the 
Kantian critique of aesthetic judgement and according to Kant assertions of Beauty 
assume universal consensus, or absolute validity. This anticipation of universal 
standards is a strategy akin in spirit to Heidegger's "anticipatory resoluteness" A 
spirit of anticipation is employed in both cases to ground a system of representation or 
a framework of ideas. 
Kant believes that aesthetic judgement is achieved as a synthetic apriori judgement, 
or in other words, that we adopt a principle of objectivity in order to judge although 
no proven basis for such 'objectivity' exists. Aesthetic judgement, or judgement of 
taste, is defined by Kant as a case where no conceptual articulation of an object can 
fully account for a valid judgement. It must progress as if snch conceptual articulation 
exists. Thus Beauty inherently rests on an "originating fiction" but is realised in the 
projected possibility that universal standards exist. 
*^ Bernstein, J. M., The fate of art: aesthetic alienation from Kant to Derrida andAdomo, 
Pennsylvania State University Press, University Park, Pa., U.S.A., 1992. 
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The lack of criteria in certain instances of judgement urges Kant towards 
differentiating between types of judgement. Kant designates aesthetic judgement a 
reflective judgement because it lacks stable determinates by which to decide. Judging 
as z/universal standards exist is a method of overcoming the subjective indeterminacy 
regarding what is Beautiful. Yet, in the contemporary environment the universal 
standard itself is considered ethically unsound, and another ybr/n of judgement seems 
to be requfred. Conventional determinations must be suspended in acknowledgement 
of the ethically-impossible position regarding universal standards. This development 
is arguably what inspires the anti-aesthetic posture adopted by Michaels and 
HoUingsworth, but as this chapter illusfrates discourse still has to take account of the 
aesthetic appeal of the art. There is clearly a need for modes of interpretation that 
incorporate uncertainty and undecidabihty without adopting these qualities as 
universal standards themselves (as is the case with Smith's approach). 
The key seems to be in regarding the neufral position as a necessary fiction, as Charles 
Taylor's point regarding the neufrality clause suggests. The neufrality clause is a 
response to the increased ethical freight impacting on legal determinations at present 
and is a manifestation of what Jacques Derrida claims is a contemporary imperative to 
decide in other ways?^ Derrida's ideas are addressed in the following chapter, 
however a short essay by Giles Deleuze helps clarify the grounds for review of 
conventions of judgement. 
"To Have Done With Judgement"^* 
This chapter follows something of a Grand Tour of philosophers in its attempt to pick 
up a trail of thought regarding an ethics of interpretation and representation. In his 
essay entitled "To Have Done with Judgement" Deleuze also follows this frail and 
attempts to articulate exactly what is at stake in this growing demand to decide in 
other ways. The essay attacks the unmitigated emphasis on logic within the Law and 
its incapacity, or inflexibility, as regards ethics and moral judgements. 
To decide in other ways indicates a way of addressing a need for new modes of determination. 
Derrida writes, "When will we be ready for an experience of freedom and equality that is capable of 
respectfully experiencing that friendship which would at least be just, just beyond the law, and 
measured up against its measurelessness.", J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 306. 
*^ G. Deleuze, "To Have Done with Judgement", Essays Critical and Clinical, D. W. Smith & M. A. 
Greco, (trans.). University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, U.S.A., 1997, pp: 126-135. 
174 
Deleuze refers to the writmgs of four figures influential to the modem era who have 
articulated (and experienced) the injustices of judgement (the Law). According to 
Deleuze, these four writers (Frederick Nietzsche, Armand Artaud, D. H. Lawrence 
and Franz Kafka) declare the westem tradition of judgement to be "too immobile, and 
too directed, too govemed" ^^  
These authors ostensibly assert a greater need for flexibility in the modem era and a 
relaxation in the pursuft of certainty. Deleuze draws the ideas of these four authors 
into an image of growing weariness with the enduring reign of Classical Greek logos, 
and impatience with its ethical blindness. The essay is also interesting in that it 
identifies an impatience with the temporal framework of judgement and how the reign 
of logos is blind to the future, i.e. it embodies no capacity to anticipate. Deleuze 
writes: 
What disturbed us was that in renouncing judgement we had the impression of 
depriving ourselves of any means of distinguishing between existing beings, 
between modes of existence, as if everything were now of equal value. But is 
it not rather judgement that presupposes pre-existing criteria (higher values), 
criteria that pre-exist for all time (to the infinity of time), so that it can 
neither apprehend what is new in an existing being, nor even sense the creation 
of a mode of existence? ^ ° 
In this manner, Deleuze transforms the basis of judgement from a call to order to 
exactly its opposite. He suggests that it is the very infractability of the logic of 
judgement that is a kind of anarchy, and a form of blindness to immediate criteria. 
Judgement's reliance on finite relations is perceived as being inadequate for a world-
in-constant-coUapse - a world that confronts its finite inadequacies constantly and 
needs the potential of infinite relations to sustain its morale. Deleuze shows how the 
morale of judgement has reached a crisis and is in need of remedial freatment. 
Judgement requires an elasticity not embodied by the fraditionally finite criteria of 
judgement as a kind of salve for its poor condition. 
Deleuze's call 'to have done with judgement' does not denounce the need for stmcture 
and goveming principles. It is rather an appeal for a co-existence of the Law and 
Justice. He describes this spirit of co-existence in the following way: 
™ G. Deleuze, "To Have Done with Judgement", op. cit, p. 130. 
*" Ibid., p. 134 
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This had already been Nietzsche's project: to define the body in its becoming, 
in its intensity, as the power to affect or to be affected, that is, as Will to 
Power. And if Kafka, at first sight, does not seem to take part in this current, 
his work nonetheless makes two worlds or two bodies co-exist, each of which 
reacts upon and enters into the other: a body of judgement, with its 
organizations, its segments (continguity of offices), its differentiaions (bailiffs, 
lawyers, judges...), its hierarchies (classes of judges of bureaucrats); but also a 
body of justice in which the segments are dissolved, the differentiations are 
lost, and the hierarchies thrown into confusion, a body that retains nothing but 
intensities that make up certain zones, that fraverse these zones at full speed 
and confront the powers in them ... on this anarchic body restored to itself. 
The "anarchic body" of a world rendered barren ("retains nothing") by contradiction 
and incommensurability arguably describes the current state of critical discourse, but 
this condition has a postive impact on the co-existence of Justice and the Law. The 
"intensities" that Deleuze describes are illogical or at least vague, but their presence 
keeps the 'body' open because they anticipate reconciliation ("body restored to 
itself). The concept of these "intensities" is arguably similar in nature to what is 
meant by the enigmatic object of discourse and empty signifier. They are objects 
within certain discourses that cause reason (judgement) to confront its limitations, and 
look beyond these limits. Deleuze also describes the "intensities" as idiosyncrasies 
(and here we might consider Kngwarreye's 'unconventional fraditionalism' as 
idiosyncrasy and enigma). The author also likens the intensities to what D. H. 
Lawrence calls symbols. Deleuze writes: 
a symbol: an intensive compound that vibrates and expands, that has no 
meaning, but makes us whirl about until we harness the maximum of possible 
forces in every direction, each of which receives a new meaning by entering 
into relation with the others.^ ^ 
The above description is perhaps a little fanciful or 'cosmic' but the relationship 
between "no meaning" and "new meaning" is obvious. The empty signifier (no 
meaning) is thus an origin for new signification (new meaning). The empty signifier 
provides access to the other by way of its enigmatic presence or what Derrida 
describes as "significations altogether different from those of the part shared or held in 
*'G. Deleuze, "To Have Done with Judgement", op. cit, p. 131. 
'^  Ibid., p. 134. 
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common, regardless of the sign - positive, negative or neutral - assigned to them" 
(discussion of this term will be taken up in Chapter Five also.)^^ 
Nietzsche also takes on board a concept similar to the enigmatic object/empty 
signifier within his argument regarding perspectivism. Similarly to Heidegger, 
Nietzsche acknowledges the human compulsion to rationalise the world m order to 
make sense of human existence. Nietzsche is not critical of this compulsion and 
indeed insists that this urge to create perspectives (or to rationahse) is inevitable and 
indispensable. However, Nietzsche contends that the conventional propensity to 
regard these perspectives as truths is an error, and a limiting capacity. The following 
extract from Andrew Schrift's study of Nietzsche's ideas regarding interpretation 
clarifies Nietzsche's premise, and also draws this discussion closer to what is arguably 
of most value in Kngwarreye's enigmatic object of discourse.^ '* Schrift writes: 
For Nietzsche, the dogmatic "will to tmth" and "desire for certainty" are 
harmful and symptoms of decadence; they rob existence of the "marvelous 
uncertainty and rich ambiguity" (GS, 2) which permit the production of fresh 
interpretations. He confesses to a "profound aversion to the reposing once and 
for all in any one total view of the world [... and refuses] to be deprived of the 
stimulus of the enigmatic" (WP, 470). The doctrine of perspectivism is 
directed in part toward restoring the stimulating enigma and ambiguity of 
existence. The world holds no single univocal tmth, and our cognitive methods 
should reflect this sitiiation (cf. WP, 600).^ ^ 
This thesis argues that this "stimulus of the enigmatic" and "ambiguity of existence" 
is exactly what Kngwarreye's aesthetic enacts. Her art is perceived as an image of 
"the marvelous uncertainty and rich ambiguity' and describes beauty in these terms. 
The anticipated globalism defining contemporary experience embodies pluralism and 
uncertainty. Nietzsche illustrates how it is the very nature of multiplicity and 
pluralism to be enigmatic, and that this enigma and ambiguity is the stimulus for new 
experience. In a world that increasingly embraces multiplicity and pluralism as the 
way of the future, it is not surprising that an idiosyncratic, enigmatic art like 
Kngwarreye's be considered beautiful and valuable. 
" J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 298. 
*" A. Schrift, "Perspectivism, Philology, Tmth", Nietzsche and the Question of Interpretation, Between 
Hermeneutics and Deconstruction, Routledge, New York, London. 1990, pp: 144-168. 
*^  Ibid., p. 155. 
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The problem with aesthetic judgement of Kngwarreye's art is that the art escalates 
awareness of the impossible neufrality of interpretation. Recognition of cultural 
difference forces the subjectivity of interpretation into focus but it does not provide a 
neufral position in itself. This absolute lack of neufrality describes the aporia of 
contemporary critical discourse and the "resfrained impluse' evident in discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art. However, as this chapter demonsfrates, discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art is already looking beyond the stall in its spirit of 
anticipation. Or in other words, discourse is fabricating its own reorientation and 
renewal within its self-imposed implosion. In the contexts of a more acutely self-
reflexive era, perhaps authentic values are not as critical as potentially shared values 
and acknowledgement of the multiplicity and co-existence of values. The 
impossibility of reconciling different perspectives has arguably created the possibility, 
or the necessity, for shared perspectives. 
Kngwarreye's art arguably enacts this process of questioning, or the un-doing of 
judgement, and renders the process both beautiful and valuable. As Nietzsche and the 
like argue, it is a human compulsion to rationalise existence and make sense of it. This 
requires the formulation of a point of view, or a perspective, and thus over-rides the 
neufral position. However the contemporary ethical climate requires 
acknowledgement of this neufral position as a necessary fiction. This is perhaps the 
problem of judgement that lies behind the 'problem of Emily' 
As discussed in Chapter Two, the concluding stages of Rex Butler's review of the 
Kngwarreye refrospective tum towards this aporia (impossibility of adopting a neufral 
position) in discourse regarding Kngwarreye. Similarly to Charles Taylor's discussion 
of the neutrality clause, Butler likens this aporia to the legal concept of 'stopping 
points' - "those things that cannot be questioned to allow legally binding verdicts to 
be made."^^ It is the experience of this aporia, or ultimate uncertainty, that Butler 
suggests provides the efficacy of Kngwarreye's art. Butler writes: 
without foregoing the necessity for actual decisions, it is perhaps in this very 
uncertainty, the sense that something is missing without being able to say 
what, the unsatisfactoriness of all existing positions without being able to 
86 R. Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", op. cit, p. 29. 
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provide an altemative, that the possibihty of justice is to be found - and that 
we might say the encounter with Kngwarreye's work forces us to experience 87 
Butier incorporates the concept of justice witiiin reception of Kngwarreye's art in that 
justice entails, following Derrida, "an experience of the impossible" and is something 
"outside or beyond law, is not deconsti"uctible" ^ ^ However, Butler's argument 
concludes prematurely in not pursing the relationship between aesthetics and ethics 
implied in his argument. He cftes an equivalence between the inherent aporia of 
judgement and the inherent aporia of "placing Emily', but does not really answer his 
own question which asks "What is it that makes us want to render justice to this old 
Aboriginal woman who made it (the art)?" *^  One is still left wondering how tiie 
visual appeal of this art invokes even a promise of cultural reconciliation. Butler 
suggests that it is because the art represents the impossibility of reconciliation, but it 
seems to be that it is actually only a possibility, and even an uncertainty, that is the 
cmcial factor in Kngwarreye's art. Butier's review needs to travel further around the 
circle, so to speak. 
As mentioned, this challenge to rational judgement effected by contemporary 
preoccupations with ethics defines the restrained impulse at work in discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art but it also suggests why misrecognition has a role in 
reception of the art. Misrecognition is actually the trigger for the entire process in this 
case, and is the stimulus towards embracing flexibility and uncertainty within 
concepts of representation and interpretation. One of the methods for embracing this 
uncertainty and flexibility within discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art is to enact a 
spirit of anticipation and reorientate itself towards/?o/en?ia/ meaning and value. 
This temporal shift towards the future is arguably what transforms a lurking nihilism 
into a creative and dynamic strategy. The ever-resourceful Nietzsche refers to this 
dynamic nihilism as a form of affirmative nihilism.^ ^ This term harbours a similar 
paradoxical intent to Heidegger's "anticipatory resoluteness" and Charles Taylor also 
engenders the same kind of resfrained impulse within his notion of "balanced 
reciprocity" All of these terms in some manner represent attempts to come to terms 
'^ R. Butler, "Emily Kame Kngwarreye and the Undeconstmctible Space of Justice", op. cit, p. 30. 
** Ibid. 
«'lbid. 
'" A. Schrift, "Perspectivism, Philology, Tmth", op. cit., p. 155. 
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with the "impossible ethical position" or the impossible neufral position. The cultural 
theorist Homi Bhabha describes it as a space rather than a position, and this is perhaps 
a more accurate description of how discourse creates this absence or emptiness (empty 
signifier).^' Bhabha speaks of a "Third Space" that is: 
unrepresentable in itself, but which constitutes the discursive conditions of 
enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no 
primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, 
09 
translated, rehistoricized and read anew. 
Deconstruction & Ethics 
One final observation regarding the relationship between deconstmction and ethics 
helps to "regroup' the various critiques of Kngwarreye's art reviewed in this chapter. 
Examination of these critiques systematically demonsfrates that no critique of 
Kngwarreye's art is, or can be, absolutely valid. There is always an element of 
uncertainty in any critique because no proven criteria for judgement exists within the 
ethical acknowledgement of autonomous Othemess or difference. However, this 
chapter also examines how certain theorists understand this uncertainty itself as a 
value because it is the blind field of respect for alterity. 
The deconstmction method of critical analysis deliberately seeks out these 
fundamental confradictions within discourse in order to make conventions apparent as 
conventions. In this vein Simon Critchley argues that deconstmction itself is 
inherently ethical, and that the deconstmction method is actually bom out of the 
ethical requirements withm developing cultural pluralism. Critchley's argument is 
worth mention here because it helps to understand what is at stake at the interface 
between aesthetic judgement and ethics as it occurs in discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art. 
The interpretive method of deconstmction is placed in a relationship with ethics by 
Critchley in terms of a relationship between the deconstmctive method of Derrida and 
the 'ethics as first philosophy' of Emmanuel Levinas. Critchley argues that 
deconstmction is ethical itself because "ethics is the goal, or horizon, towards which 
" H. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, Routledge, London and New York, 1994, p. 37. 
'^ Ibid. 
'^  S. Critchley, Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas, Blackwell, Oxford, U.K., 1992. 
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Derrida's work tends" '"* This is because the point of Derrida's assauft on 
logocentrism and ontology is to encourage a deeper level of understanding that 
accords more with a responsibility for the Other. Levinas supports the necessity of 
this approach in that his philosophy encourages a responsibility for the Other by 
inscribing the very possibility of any subjectivity in an ethical relationship to the 
Other. The point obviously requires more elaboration, but this discussion is cenfrally 
concemed with how the philosophy of Levinas and Derrida's deconstmction method 
converge at this ethical insistence on respect for alterity and difference. Critchley 
claims that Levinas's concept of ethics conditions deconstmction's respect for 
difference. 
Critchley's argument reinforces how any critique that asserts absolute meaning or 
value and universal standards does not heed a respect for difference. Nor does it heed 
the ethical demand for a multiplicity of readings. This is why Derrida's sfrategy of 
duality calls for "Two texts, two hands, two visions, two ways of listening. Together 
at once and separately."^^ The duality of Kngwarreye's art seems to enact this very 
strategy. This method is indecisive in terms of determining a meaning or value, but it 
is an ethical approach that embodies uncertainty because of the multiplicity of 
meanings it allows. Derrida argues that it is only within the repetition of texts that 
logic is confounded and forced to confront its blindness to difference. Within this 
process of double readings, the certainty of meaning is deferred but meaning is also 
anticipated within the fransformation the duality enacts. 
The double readings of the deconstmction method are not necessarily groundless 
interpretation because the method relies on a doubling of a dominant interpretation, or 
what Derrida refers to as "minimal consensus" ^ ^ There is obviously some appeal to 
consensus within this idea of "minimal consensus" along with a quasi-universal 
standard. The double reading of the dominant interpretation could be thought of in 
terms of the layering of a traditional Aboriginal reading with a modemist absfraction 
reading of Kngwarreye's art. If the art is considered both at once, instead of one or the 
other, it is rendered illogical and uncertain, but this double reading also incorporates 
respect for difference and holds the artwork open for interpretation that might resolve 
^* S. Critchley, Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas, op. cit., p. 2. 
'^  Cited in S. Critchley, Ethics of Deconstruction, op. cit, p. 14. 
96 - _ . Cited in above, ibid., p. 24. 
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the duality. This goes some way to explaining why Rex Butler is so close, yet so 
distant, from this ethical moment. Butler identifies the "impossible ethical position" 
in any critique of Kngwarreye's art however his interpretation of this impossible 
ethical position as a representation of a national condition loses the 'moment', so to 
speak. A dual reading asserts that it is both representation and non-representation at 
once, and it is the uncertainty brought about by this duality that renders the art 
enigmatic. Yet even here, to say that the art represents an enigma is of course a 
perspective of the art in itself. And on it goes. 
The point in drawing together this Grand Tour of philosophers in the latter part of this 
chapter is simply to identify this ongoing perplexity regarding perspectivism and the 
persistent difficulties in entertaining a neutral point of view. More to the point, it 
illustrates how a temporal reorientation in the process of interpretation towards the 
fiiture offers a path beyond this impasse. 
This chapter pursues the issue of imposed perspectives because this is regarded as a 
key problem in critical discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art. These imposed 
perspectives are stmctures of representation and interpretation where a neutral 
position is assumed, but when challenged by ethics it is found to be a fiction. The 
critical appraisals of Kngwarreye's art analysed in this chapter illusfrate that there is 
no neutral position beyond these stmctures of representation and interpretation, but 
that they are assumed within them. Neufrality is assumed within these stmctures in 
order to facilitate the communication and sharing of meaning and value. The neufral 
position is a necessary assumption, or an 'originating fiction', that stimulates systems 
of meaning and value, but there is no authentic neufral position beyond or within these 
systems. The contemporary ethical preoccupations simply require more 
acknowledgement of this fictional status. This chapter also demonstrates that systems 
or stmctures of representation and interpretation are necessary in that they are modes 
of communication, and without them no meaning or value can be communicated. 
The deconstmction method brings this necessary assumption to the surface of 
discourse in its method of duality, or bringing different perspectives into 
contradiction. In this manner it is also a method of bringing methods of interpretation 
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into account with ethics. The resfrained impulse described in discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art is brought about by the acute sense of confradiction that the art 
invokes. However, the event of this contradiction also reorientates discourse towards a 
spirit of anticipation that displaces the burden of authenticity. 
This chapter concentrates on how confradiction occurs in discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art, and how a spirit of anticipation emerges from this impasse. Chapter 
Five pays heed to where this spirit of anticipation might lead, and speculates on new 
perspectives that embody shared attitudes to representation and interpretation between 
Kngwarreye and contemporary audiences. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Politics of the Secret 
If discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art anticipates shared perspectives it is 
interesting to consider where these perspectives might lie. This thesis demonsfrates 
how difficult it is to work beyond cultural difference, however the future of any global 
community clearly relies on this very practice. Having acknowledged that we differ, 
and where we differ, the next step involves locating common ground, or perhaps 
creating it. This latter step arguably stimulates critical discourse at this particular time 
and if it is to be a creative act then concepts such as authenticity and essence requfre 
careful deployment. Critical discourse needs to re-estabhsh its credibility as a sfrategy 
of representation and interpretation and locate new ways of expressing its usefuhiess. 
Kngwarreye's art assists this process in that it demands reorientation and creates 
anticipation. This is real fuel for discourse, and gives it something to work with. 
Cultural difference is not resolved in Kngwarreye's but it does become something 
else, and this "something' is the promise of the art. 
Chapter Four describes the ordeal of contradiction and circularity brought about by 
Kngwarreye's art. Critics are incarcerated in a hfe sentence of the 'impossible ethical 
position' Clearly this thesis also occupies this position in that a perspective of the 
recognition game is imposed upon Kngwarreye's art but the point is made that there is 
no authentic position beyond the imposition. The adoption of a position or perspective 
is a necessary process in making sense of human experience and a tension arises when 
this process confronts an ethics of representation. The act of mythologising "others' is 
discredited, but no other approach can authentically fill the void. 
The spirit of anticipation described in the preceding chapter indicates the regenerative 
edge in deconstmcting stmctures of representation and interpretation, and the 
following chapter explores what is retrieved in the process. Discussion particularly 
concentrates on why Kngwarreye's art is considered beautiful at this particular time, 
and proposes an attitude in common between Aboriginal signification and 
contemporary anti-essentialism that considers meaning negotiable. 
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Symbolic Unity 
Kngwarreye's 'familiar' aesthetic couched in unfamiliar contexts presents an 
irresistible invftation to negotiate meaning. The art is fascinating because it seems to 
achieve something that is impossible and inexplicable. It appeals to an audience who 
apparently lack the required knowledge to understand the appeal. Heidegger 
understands this situation as Art fulfilling its purpose.' He contends that art's role is in 
dealing with the limits of knowledge, and provoking what he calls "unconcealedness' 
'Revelation' might seem a more precise term than "unconcealedness' but Heidegger's 
semantic method emphasises the performance of thought so cmcial to his philosophy. 
Art 'unconceals' in that it provokes thought towards an unfamiliar domain of 
knowledge, and it incites the imagination into activity. 'Unconcealedness' deploys 
Tmth as a motivation for curiosity, privileging the process of unconcealing over the 
status of being unconcealed. In this fashion, the process of Tmth outweighs its 
product. 
Heidegger also describes Art as a joumey to Nothingness, where such Nothingness 
constitutes a provocation to think. Kngwarreye's art sits very comfortably within this 
description of Art. Encounters with the paintings summon an unfamiliar domain of 
knowledge about how meaning and values can be shared between different cultures. 
The art finds established frameworks of interpretation inadequate, and demands more 
of 'us' in its fully collective and communal sense. A joumey to Nothingness 
accurately describes the affect of Kngwarreye's art. Nothingness is the silence 
described in the preceding chapter that descends over critical discourse in the face of 
its impossible position. The enigma derives from a discourse that reaches a critical 
mass of meaninglessness, or Nothingness, where no logical analysis can satisfactorily 
account for the art. Any such account is ultimately compromised by ethical 
imperatives to recognise and respect autonomous difference and hence any 
perspective of the art is always guilty of being an imposed perspective. 
But what is beyond? What motivates audiences and critics beyond the silence, and 
makes the invitation appealing? One of the cenfral tenets of this thesis is that 
Kngwarreye's art is valued within contemporary discourse because it invokes a 
' M. Heidegger, Poetry. Language, Thought, A. Hofstadter, (trans.). Harper & Row, New York, 1971. 
p. 54. 
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positive consciousness of epistemological uncertainty. It makes the impossible, 
(reconciliation of incommensurable difference, universal meaning, etc.), appear 
possible. Kngwarreye's art does extend beyond Nothingness because it clearly 
engages audiences in some manner. The art has significance despite, or perhaps 
because of, the Nothingness. Critics perceive the art as breaching boundaries or 
offering some symbolic unity, even though such responses are constantly proven 
groundless. The art claims significance even though the nature of the significance 
remains obscure. This significance is thus sfrategic rather than essential in nature. It 
fulfils a function within discourse that facilftates a unity, or community, where such 
community cannot logically exist. It is an illusion, but a most credible and usefiil 
illusion. 
The illusion of unity, or totality, marks the contested ground of the Kngwarreye 
discourse, but it also sustains discourse. Heidegger would ask nothing more of art 
than to achieve this prolonged curiosity. It performs the unconcealing he calls Tmth. 
In some manner Kngwarreye's art appeals to a totality whilst at the same time it 
maintains a certain integrity of Aboriginality. This satisfies the ethics of 
contemporary pluralism - an image belonging to the plurality and autonomy within, at 
once. The coincidence of this process is fascinating. It is not rational, but it is 
fascinating. But how is it achieved? How is it that audiences can put aside this 
apparent genealogical confradiction and declare Kngwarreye's autonomous 
Aboriginality and contemporary plurality at once'} What is this strange psychology of 
coincidence that defies logic and imagines a community of difference who can share 
without wounding each other? 
Chapter One observes how Kngwarreye's art embodies aesthetic coincidence, and 
how this translates into a discursive enigma. An embodiment of coincidence is clearly 
a key aspect of shared discourses within any pluralistic community. Coincidence 
allows a community of incommensurable differences to imagine (or misrecognise) 
itself momentarily as a totality. Or perhaps it is more a matter of anticipating a totality 
or a symbolic unity. However this is expressed, admiring audiences are engaging with 
a symbolic reconciliation of cultures via the illusion of coherence between modemist 
and Aboriginal visual traditions. The recurring reference to Kngwarreye's "whole lot" 
statement might be considered in a different light in this context. Perhaps the 
statement represents more an expression of a discourse's latent will-to-community 
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rather than an expression of Kngwarreye's possible motivations. Critics are looking 
forward to a universality, or essence, rather than retrieving it. In other words the 
"whole lot" quote appeals because of what critics genuinely anticipate in the art rather 
than what they might genuinely understand. This will-to-community is no less real 
than whatever motivated Kngwarreye to paint, and the valuable element is that some 
form of mutual recognition takes place, even if it is logically constmed as 
misrecognition. 
Juggling a symbolic unity with an ethics of difference is arguably one of the most 
pressing problems of contemporary pluralism. As Chapter Two observes, equahty and 
freedom are incommensurable at some fundamental level of a democratic community, 
and any shared discourse will always reflect this tension. On what terms does an 
ethically determined community of difference understand itself as a community? 
What is shared in the name of this community - and who decides? Discourse 
regarding Kngwarreye's art derives its vigour from this tension. 
Postcoloniahsm privileges an ethics of difference in contemporary discourse, but it 
provides no accommodation for successful pluralism. The problem of shared 
discourses, and therefore of community, remains intact. All manner of contemporary 
cultural discourse is plagued by an anti-hegemonic pluralism that cannot logically 
accommodate any basis for sharing within the plurality. This fundamental problem of 
a community of difference consistently emerges within contemporary hermeneutics. 
Communities must share meaning and value on some basis to be a community, but 
what methods of interpretation allow this? 
Jacques Derrida tackles this problem directly in the text called Politics of Friendship. 
Derrida's ongoing enquiry into the ambiguity of the sign and the contingency of 
meaning tiims to the paradoxical nature of a community of difference in this latter 
study. In an ahnost poetic fashion, Derrida deconstracts the Westem philosophical 
concept of moral democracy to lay bare its conditions of resfrained multiplicity and its 
paradoxical status as a unity of division and its ideal of symbolic unity. Derrida 
employs the concept of exemplary fiiendship as a model by which to scmtinise the 
nature of this exemplary community. 
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Derrida anchors his approach to difference or othemess upon a fimdamental antithesis 
of fiiend-enemy (or self-other) in the formation of any community. However, this 
fiiend/enemy binary gradually destabihses under the weight of Derrida's 
deconstmctive gaze. Pertinent elements of Politics of Friendship will be dealt with in 
due course, but what is particularly of interest in the context of this thesis is how 
Derrida's ideas about sharing appear to converge with Aboriginal sfrategies of sharing 
knowledge. Derrida describes a community's necessity for contingency in terms of a 
secret, and this seems very similar to the embodiment of contingency within an 
Aboriginal politics of the secret. This convergence is nothing if not provocative. 
Derrida describes the politics of fiiendship on several occasions in terms of a secret, 
or a concealing.^ He claims the sfrategy of friendship rehes on a contingent 
declaration and deferral of fiiendship that behaves like a secret drift between orders of 
certainty. A certain community (or friendship) is declared, or named, even though 
such community is logically impossible. Thus, a will-to-community achieves political 
presence despite its improvable status. The withheld content of the community is thus 
akin to the withheld content of a secret. 
An analogy to the suspended status of Reconciliation in Ausfraha provides an acute 
instance of this declared and deferred will-to-commimity, and its relevance to this 
discussion. Reconcihation takes shape in declaring a name for a new mode of 
community, but the event itself is deferred because it caimot be logically conceived at 
present. In this manner, the naming of Reconciliation embodies a will without a logic. 
The act of Reconciliation is suspended, but the aporia of Reconciliation itself achieves 
pohtical presence and cultural significance. 
It is with how the secret acts as a sfrategy of community that concems Derrida. 
Politics of Friendship is a recurring muse on a paradoxical remark primarily attributed 
to Aristotie: 'O my fiiends, there is no fiiend' Consideration of the perceived 
usefulness of this phrase in terms of the paradoxes of moral democracy will follow, 
but the intriguing element in the context of this thesis concems how a particular 
relationship between form and content imphed in this phrase coincides with a key 
strategy in Aboriginal signification. There appears to be some attitude in common 
• J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit, pp: 13, 276, 281. 
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between these 'global friends' regarding differentiated sharing and negotiating 
meaning. 
There are ostensibly many parallels (or coincidences?) between Politics of Friendship 
and Aboriginal politics of the secret. Recent anthropological study has come to 
understand the secret as a strategy for creating significance.'' The strategy amounts to 
a politics - a politics of community. The secret is employed to appeal to a 
heterogeneous audience whilst simuftaneously protecting autonomous authority. This 
means that a plurality is constituted and denied at once. This juggle between plurality 
and autonomy, or singularity, is the very problem of moral democracy that Derrida 
confronts in Politics of Friendship. Not surprisingly, it is also the strategic problem at 
the heart of the Kngwarreye enigma. Suspended disclosure, or the secret, drifts back 
and forth between these various modes of sharing. 
A perceived link between Derrida's ideas about managing pluralistic audiences and 
Aboriginal strategies of pluralism may be tenuous and optimistic, but it nevertheless 
begs attention. Is this perceived commonality of the secret just a coincidence, or does 
it say something about why postmodem audiences feel they can genuinely respond to 
Aboriginal art as art rather than artefact. Do certain Aboriginal and postmodem 
proclivities converge at the sign of the secret? 
There is an historical simultaneity that also connects Kngwarreye with Derrida that, 
again, may be simply coincidence. It may also be indicative of why Kngwarreye's art 
can be recognised in the 1990s. During the summer months of 1988/89 CAAMA 
infroduced modem methods of acrylic canvas painting to the Utopia community to 
"see what happened'. It was an experiment to observe the outcomes when different 
'methods' converge. Kngwarreye's art is the most exfraordinary outcome of this 
experiment. During those same months in 1988/89, Jacques Derrida conducted a 
seminar series in France that was also concemed with the convergence of difference. 
These seminars were subsequently published as Politics of Friendship. The very 
timing of these two events underscores at least the hint of some historical coincidence 
^ S. Bok, Secrets: On the Ethics of Concealment and Revelation, Pantheon Books, New York, 1982; 
M. Caines, Secret Ritual and Manhood in Victorian America, Yale University Press, New Haven, 
Connecticut, U.S.A., 1989; I. Keen, Knowledge and Secrecy in an Aboriginal Religion, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, U.K., 1994 
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that may well facilitate mutual "recognition' between Aboriginal artists and 
'postmodem' audiences. 
Politics of the Secret 
Before dealing with relevant elements of Politics of Friendship, the politics of the 
secret in Aboriginal signification requires elaboration. Aboriginal culture is often 
couched in rhetoric of secret/sacred knowledge, and Kngwarreye's art is no exception. 
There is a residual traditionalism to this rhetoric however Aboriginal concepts of 
secrecy do have contemporary relevance. 
Contemporary anthropology has dramatically altered Stmcturalist understandings of 
signification in so-called non-literate cultures. These new directions occurred when 
anthropologists showed more concem for understanding sfrategies of signification, 
rather than attempting to simply de-code signs. Some of the most interesting studies 
about the sfrategic use of signification focus on the role of secrecy in Aboriginal 
traditions. In the contexts of this thesis, these studies are particularly relevant for how 
they articulate the deliberate ambiguity and deferral of meaning at work in Aboriginal 
signification. 
Any discussion of a generic Aboriginal signification obviously requires some 
validation of a generalised concept of 'Aboriginality' There is no homogenous 
Aboriginal society and there never has been.'* Aboriginality is a politically constmcted 
unity of many discrete and differing Ausfralian indigenous communities. An identity 
of Aboriginality is constituted by what these communities agree to share in the name 
of symbolic unity, and the concept of the Dreaming is clearly one of these shared 
elements. In the postcolonial era the Dreaming facilitates a symbolic unity of 
Aboriginality that masks a complex politics of difference within. The sfrategic use of 
secrecy traverses this inside/outside domain, creating and extinguishing political 
boundaries by using knowledge as currency. Thus the politics of the secret in 
Aboriginal culture is also a poetics - a poetics of difference.^  
* B. Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1989. 
^ The notion of a creative strategy of culture inherent to a politics and poetics of culture is akin to James 
Chfford's premise in Writing Culture: the Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, op. cit. 
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Fran9oise Dussart's thesis regarding Walbiri Women's Yawulya Ceremonies 
(discussed in Chapter One) describes how cultural significance is created through a 
credible fiction (or an art) of interpreting one's Dreamings. The study emphasises the 
creative responsibilities within Aboriginal signification and aesthetics. Meaning is 
understood to be contingent on creative but credible interpretation, and the institution 
of secret knowledge masks the passage between creativity and credibility. It also 
institutes a politics based on knowledge by establishing a differentiated audience. 
Thus creativity, innovation, and secrecy contribute to a politics of community. 
The role of the secret is given more particular attention in Ian Keen's Knowledge and 
Secrecy in an Aboriginal Religion.^ This study deals directly with the pohtics and 
poetics of secrecy in Aboriginal religion and society and discredits the concept that 
Aboriginal cufture is based on the ritualistic repetition of static codes. Keen concurs 
with Dussart in that Aboriginal modes of cognition are grounded in creativity and 
innovation, and a highly dynamic relativity. 
Knowledge and Secrecy concentrates on male Yolgnu cultural practices in Amhem 
Land, an area several hundred kilomefres north of Utopia. The study explains how 
uncertainty and instability are inherent features of Aboriginal signification. Meanings 
are constantly contested and negotiated, and opacity is used for effect in 
communication. Yolgnu value the efficacy of indeterminacy and imprecise terms in 
that this uncertainty facilitates a relativity of perspectives necessary for keeping 
complex social stmctures and kinship relations in place. A discourse of secrecy 
institutes a systematic ambiguity that sustains this dynamic relativity. 
Secrecy, ambiguity, and relativity have much in common, but exactly how do they 
contribute to a politics of community? Consideration of the intemal dynamics of the 
secret helps in this regard. A secret is regulated by a contingency between a formal 
declaration and a deferral of content. The secret is ineffective unless it is declared a 
secret, and it is also ineffective unless it is believed to withhold, and thus defer, a 
tmth. The declaration and deferral work together to create significance. The concept 
of the empty signifier also relates to the sfrategy of the secret. The declared presence 
of the secret is a formulation of a zero-concept; it sets up an authority without 
' I. Keen, Knowledge and Secrecy in an Aboriginal Religion, Clarendon Press, Oxford, U.K., 1994. 
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imparting a particular measure of anything. The secret and the empty signifier adhere 
to a similar sfrategy in creating significance and authority. 
Much of the secrecy in Yolgnu communication can be thought of as empty signifiers. 
For instance, silence is an empty signifier used in both Yolgnu spoken communication 
and music. Keen describes a Yolgnu sfrategy that achieves "subtlety in what is left 
unsaid, and left enigmatic" ^  Words constmct an absence within their syntax that 
conveys significance beyond the scope of the words themselves. This deliberate 
vacancy expands signification beyond itself, but the excess is not redeemable by any 
logic of signification as such. 
Keen's study demonsfrates how artistic form has significance distinct from its content, 
and requires no particular meaning to be significant "in a more general way" * 
Absfract geometric forms common in Yolgnu designs retain a deliberate ambiguity 
within Yolgnu signification. The absfract forms are considered capable of conveying 
more significance than with figurative form (also employed by Yolgnu artists). This 
represents an effort to communicate beyond signification, and to establish a 
deliberately esoteric mode of knowledge. Ambiguity thus takes on a currency within 
Yolgnu signification where it extends the possibilities of meaning rather than limiting 
them. The capacity for this "general significance" in Yolgnu signification is employed 
in the recently produced fihn titled Yolgnu Boy? 
The leading character in this film is covered with a body painting of the diamond 
shape geometric designs of his Crocodile Dreaming in early childhood. This 
geometric signifier represents the symbohc identity that he stmggles to achieve 
throughout the fihn as he battles with culturally different frameworks of achieving 
manhood. The diamond design that seals his grave at the conclusion of the fihn is not 
a simplistic representation of traditional culture triumphing over westem culture. It 
conceives an imagined essence of identity, or an esoteric idea of wholeness, that 
provides perspective for conflicting realities. The leading character's friend engages 
with this esoteric wholeness and can successfully imagine himself as a champion 
turtle-hunter and football star at once. The esoteric mode of knowledge, or the 
^ I. Keen, Knowledge and Secrecy, op. cit., p. 43. 
''Ibid.,p. 168. 
' Yothu Yindi Corporation & SBS Fihn Production Network, Yolgnu Boy, Amhem Land, Northern 
Territory, 2000. 
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general significance of the design, facilitates an achievable lifestyle beyond apparent 
cultural contradictions. 
This point regarding abstract form and esoteric knowledge is worthy of consideration 
in Kngwarreye's own path to formal reductivism. Her developing absfraction may not 
have been simply an economy of means, or a product of westem influence. It could 
just as well represent a desire to convey a more esoteric significance. As a senior elder 
this would not only be permissible, but mostly likely would be expected. (This point 
is purely conjecture of course, but it is no more conjecture than suggesting 
Kngwarreye was simply getting too elderly to paint detail.) 
The Aboriginal discourse of secrecy does not lose relevance in the context of art 
produced for the art market. Keen claims that Yolgnu bark painting produced for the 
art market (after the 1970s) became an important context for fransmission of secret 
knowledge. The pastoral industry severed traditional avenues of social interaction in 
Central and Northem Ausfralia, and the subsequent Aboriginal art market somewhat 
regenerated local cultural discourse. At the least, it improved "cultural traffic' between 
dispersed and dislocated communities. 
A revival of sfrategies of secrecy in Cenfral Ausfralian Aboriginal acryhc painting is 
described in detail in Richard Kimber's essay, "Politics of the Secret in Contemporary 
Westem Desert Art" '° Kimber diarises the development of Desert Painting from its 
origins in 1971 and shows how the Cenfral Ausfralian Aboriginal community re-
negotiate their cultural protocols in the new environment of the art market. 
(Anmatyerre people were part of the new art community although Kngwarreye most 
likely would not have been cenfral to official negotiations as this is deemed 'men's 
business'.) Kimber describes how the very first paintings at Papunya contained 
explicit figurative representations pertaining to secret/sacred knowledge. The elders 
were concemed to demonsfrate a detailed significance of their culture to the local 
schoolteacher, Geoffrey Bardon. Bardon atfracted this notice because he was the first 
whitefella to show sustained interest in their art as a contemporary practice rather than 
an exotic artefact. 
'" R. G. Kimber, "Politics of the Secret in Contemporary Westem Desert Art", Oceania Monograph, 
Volume 45, 1995, pp: 123-142. 
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As little interaction had taken place between Cenfral Austrahan Aboriginal 
communities during pastorahsm, the artists did not consider that Aboriginal non-
initiates would see these paintings. However, as the paintings grew in popularity, so 
too did their circulation. In 1972 several Pitjantjatjara elders encountered a number of 
paintings they regarded as serious transgressions of men's law, and an "uproar" 
ensued. Such fransgression of Aboriginal law can atfract a death penalty, so these 
matters were of a most serious nature. 
Kimber reports that after this time artists took into account the public nature of Desert 
Painting and new sfrategies of revealing and concealing knowledge evolved. (The 
necessity for revealing this knowledge at all will be dealt with shortly). Obvious 
sfrategies included blurring certain elements of a design, or partial omission of such 
elements. Part of the design could also be altered. An increased use of dotting was the 
most evident feature of concealment to non-Aboriginal audiences. Dots had 
traditionally been used as outline, and to a lesser extent in-fiU, but they developed into 
an almost universal Desert Painting signifier of deferred meaning after 1974. 
Resistance and Engagement 
The deferral posed by the dot-as-sign in Desert Painting may also be considered as an 
expression of resistance. In a discussion regarding modes of cognition pertinent to 
Desert Painting, Jennifer Biddle considers Cenfral Desert acrylic painting within a 
resistance paradigm of "not writing", or in other words as a form of resistance to 
imposed modes of cognition inherent to English 'literacy' " Biddle differentiates 
between painting and writing in terms of how they reflect and generate different 
modes of cognition and different types of subjection. The main difference is that 
writing (specifically alphabet literacy), by its very nature presupposes an individual 
reception. It appeals to a private, singular readership, and thus produces a highly 
individuated and self-disciplined subject. When Biddle refers to Desert Painting as 
"not writing" she means that it does not invoke this "discipline of the self in 
relationship to writing"'^ Desert Painting provokes a different kind of subject that is a 
differentiated subject determined by a politics of initiation. More specifically, Desert 
^^  J. Biddle, "When not writing is writing", Australian Aboriginal Studies, Volume 1, 1996, pp: 21-33. 
'^  Ibid., p. 29. 
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Painting understands a different mode of community. Biddle describes writing's 
different mode of politics thus: 
Alphabetic literacy is historically related to the development of pohtical 
democracy, to the birth of certain 'egalitarian' idealism, in which "everyone' 
might become equal on the grounds of having equivalent information, 
equivalent voice, equivalent representation, one vote each. That is, alphabetic 
literacy is associated with the ideal of collective, universal literacy.*^ 
This pohtics of writing is ostensibly based on ideals of individualism and 
egahtarianism "vastly different" to those in the Cenfral Desert. Biddle argues that in 
the Central Desert, "subjects are not equivalent, nor individual", but belong to a 
differentiated collective subjectivity.''^  The ideology of collective Aboriginal identity 
is obviously affected by the impact of Westem individualism to some extent. 
However, Biddle's point is that Desert Painters' proven "preference towards painting" 
and reluctance to take up writing may in fact represent an effort to assert irreducible 
difference and to "insure against a neufral, ahenable code (knowable and masterable 
by anyone and everyone)."'^ A refusal to signify is constituted in this notion that the 
artists perceive a degree of autonomy in painting, and thus the paintings resist 
assimilation to Eurocentric modes of communication and community. 
Biddle's articulation of the art as "not writing" encourages reception on other than 
iconographic terms. In a similar fashion to Rex Butler's approach to Kngwarreye's 
art, Biddle argues that Desert Paintings are not read by non-Aboriginal audiences but 
moreover audiences are forced to recognise irreducible difference. An other than 
iconographic status is also cast upon the dot-as-sign. The dotting technique is 
described as being something more than a code, infill, or decoration, in that it is a 
"rituahstic repetition" that encourages contemplation over revelation. The repetition 
of dots demands prolonged time and attention, privileging the process of painting (and 
thinking about Countiy) over any conclusive statement about Country. 
This emphasis on process resists, or defers, disclosure by prolonging and intensifying 
the activity of thought. (It also recalls Heidegger's definition of Art as a provocation 
to "unconcealing'). Biddle describes it as a meditative practice and the dotting 
'^  J. Biddle, "When not writing is writing", op. cit, p. 27. 
'* Ibid. 
" Ibid. 
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technique assumes a role as a regenerative rather than representational activity. A 
resistance to disclosure is acutely noted when Biddle contends that "the value for the 
painter remains less the production of permanency, a once and for all aesthetic object, 
than a requirement of repetition"'^ The curious aspect here is that the dot is actually 
regenerative and representational at once. Its ambiguity represents resistance, and 
must be recognised as resistance, to be effective. 
There is a contingency between representation and resistance here that doubles the 
contingency between revelation and concealment in the secret. This contingency 
becomes apparent in critiques of anthropological models of cultural resistance such as 
Biddle's. The culture of resistance model comes under attack for wrapping 
Aboriginality in what John Morton calls an "oppositional sfrait-jacket", or in other 
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words, it contains Aboriginality in a rigid opposition to 'others' The ngidity is 
claimed to mask dimensions of interactivity. In this context, Biddle's argument seems 
to ignore any engagement between painters and their wider audience, and at no point 
explains why such recalcitrant objects are found so appealing to non-Aboriginal 
audiences. If there is a political negotiation at work in Desert Paintings, the resistance 
model clearly requires some refinement. Perhaps the politics of the secret sheds some 
light on what might be occurring beyond this culture of resistance. 
As mentioned previously, the secret must be formally declared to be effective. Desert 
Painting's impetus to resist communication, or withhold meaning, must therefore 
declare itself formally in order to be recognised as a gesture of resistance. The 
paintings are clearly intended to convey a more general significance to their wider 
audience or their gesture of resistance is totally ineffective. The first Papunya painters 
were obviously responding to Bardons interest, and this mutual responsiveness is 
surely still a factor in the production and reception of Desert Painting. There may well 
be partial resistance, but there is also partial engagement. The paintings are clearly 
very complex objects of discourse in that they declare resistance, demand recognition, 
and defer meaning all at once. 
'* J. Biddle, "When not writing is writing", op. cit., p. 24. 
" J. Morton, "Essentially Black, Essentially Australian, Essentially Opposed: Australian Anthropology 
and its Uses of Aborigmal Identity", J. Wassmann, (ed.). Pacific Answers to Westem Hegemony, 
Cultural Practices of Identity Construction, Berg, Oxford, 1998, p. 362. 
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The painters' disinterest in keeping or exhibiting the canvases in their own 
community supports Biddle's claim that production is valued more than permanency 
in this context. However, it also attests to the event of such paintings being both 
"black and whitefella business" '^  For the audience within the Aboriginal community 
the paintings are a process of cultural re-generation, but they are also produced as 
objects for exchange with whitefellas at the same time. The simultaneous business of 
this process/product art reinforces the notion that Desert Paintings inherently 
anticipate a differentiated plurality as their audience. 
fronically, there appears to be a necessity for hegemony in all of this differentiated 
exchange. Biddle's resistance theory takes no account that such acts of declared 
resistance implicitly appeal to some dominant cultural form that Antonio Gramsci 
calls hegemony. This appeal to hegemony is an habitually overlooked aspect of 
cultural resistance theories, although interestingly it is not overlooked by one of the 
primary figures involved in discourse of resistance - Edward Said.^ ° 
In the infroduction to his seminal text on cultural othemess titled Orientalism Said 
refers to Gramsci's notion of hegemony as a dominant cultural form, but he also 
makes note of an omission in much of the English translations of Gramsci's Italian 
text. Said recounts how Gramsci regards the starting point of critical elaboration as 
the consciousness of self as a product of historical processes "which has deposited in 
you an infinity of fraces, without leaving an inventory" '^ The self is here a product of 
ambiguous historical influence. Said particularly notes that the English translation 
inexplicably omits Gramsci's comment that "therefore it is imperative at the outset to 
compile such an inventory" ^ ^ This inventory of influence defines Orientalism's 
project in that it takes stock of how the Oriental subject is constmcted by the 
dominant cultural form of the West. 
The necessity or "imperative" of this inventory implies the necessity of a hegemonic 
order of some form. An inventory of how the Oriental subject is constituted by the 
'^  J. Morton, "Essentially Black, Essentially Australian, Essentially Opposed", op. cit., p. 23. 
" A. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks: Selections, Q. Hoare & G. Nowell Smith (trans. & eds.), 
Intemational Pubhshers, New York, 1971. 
^^  E. Said, Orientalism, Peregrine Books, Hammondsworth, Middlesex, England, 1985, (First published 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., London, 1978). 
'^ Ibid., p. 25. 
^^Ibid. 
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West inherently describes the West as a dominant homogenous stmcture, or 
hegemony. (This point arises in Chapter Two in the contexts of Thomas Hansen's 
argument regarding Othering the West.) Said admits to "producing' an inventory, but 
he is also producing a hegemony. He claims that "Whether what I have achieved is the 
inventory prescribed by Gramsci is not for me to judge, although I have felt it 
important to be conscious of trying to produce one (my emphasis)." Said's project 
attempts to immobilise the stereotypes and injustices constituted within the Oriental 
subject, but he implicitly admits that an hegemony must be declared in order to be 
disavowed. Said must consciously produce the hegemony in order to resist it. This is 
not to suggest that such stereotypes and injustices do not occur, but to argue that a 
hegemony is actually defined within efforts to resist it, just as "knowing thyself (as 
Gramsci describes it) depends on taking a measure against a dominant form. A 
hegemonic idea seems to be an essential factor in determining identity. 
In faimess to Biddle, her main concem (justifiably) discredits attitudes that regard the 
Aboriginal preference for painting over writing as an inadequacy. Arguing acrylic 
paintings instead "affect differentiated knowledge(s)" discredits such attitudes.^ '* That 
is they resist the particularised signification demanded by alphabetic literacy in favour 
of a more emphatically contingent signification. By asserting a preference for painting 
over writing Aboriginal communities are demanding what Biddle calls "the 
recognition of irreducible difference" ^^  They are demanding their incommensurability 
to alien subject formations presupposed by "writing' modes of cognition. 
But to who is this demand addressed? The demand must be a form of engagement if 
it is to be effective, and it must engage hegemony in order to be recognised as an anti-
hegemonic gesture. This is to say that there must be some apparent symbolic unity in 
order to register the appeal to resist. In fact, without hegemony no such demand or act 
of resistance can take place. Recognition is not only a question of recognition of 
whom, but also recognition by whom. 
This role of hegemony is obviously ironic in that resistance models of cultural identity 
are motivated by anti-hegemonic desires. Yet such resistance models are clearly 
^^  J. Biddle, "When not writing is writing", op. cit., p. 25. 
^* Ibid., p. 27. ^ I i ., . ,
^^  Ibid., p. 29, 
198 
constituted by an appeal to hegemony that is also, to some extent, an engagement with 
hegemony. It seems that whilst the dominating nature of a hegemony is ethically 
unsound, an appeal to hegemony is nevertheless essential in order to recognise 
cultural identities defined by hegemonic resistance. This is something akin to the 
chicken or the egg syndrome, but this conundmm may well describe the status of 
identity formation nevertheless. The question for a global community remains in how 
irreducible difference can be recognised without some shared mode of signification? 
Difference must be declared and understood to be recognised as difference and an 
appeal to a dominant cultural form seems to assist this recognition in some perverse 
maimer. For Desert Painting, the paradox is that the art must communicate its refusal 
to communicate, otherwise its gesture of resistance goes unnoticed. 
The contingency of revelation and concealment subscribing this gesture of resistance 
is the same as that required by the secret, and Desert Painting itself looms large as a 
secret. One could consider that the secret appeals to a hegemonic notion of a 
community in order to declare itself a secret, but that it disavows this hegemony by 
differentiating initiates from non-initiates. This point regarding the role of hegemony 
is recovered in discussion regarding Politics of Friendship. 
In the contexts of this discussion, the dot-as-sign in Desert Painting denotes a partial 
opacity between a differentiated community, but it also acknowledges the presence of 
a reconstituted audience. In this way, it metaphorically represents the historical entry 
of a new dimension of non-initiates - the whitefellas - as well as a newly reformed 
community of varying levels of Aboriginal initiates. The dot facilitates a cultural 
fraffic across this pluralistic audience and anchors a discourse of Desert Painting. The 
pervasiveness of the dot-as-sign ultimately invests the entire discourse of Desert 
Painting with a duality of revelation and conceahnent^declaration and deferral. 
Because of this complex plurality of meanings and audiences, all Desert Paintings are 
potentially enigmatic objects, and Kngwarreye's art particularly intensifies the 
enigma. 
Politics of Friendship 
The link between Derrida's Politics of Friendship and discourse regarding 
Kngwarreye's art is not so tenuous. In their own way, both take a measure of 
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impulses and restraints within a community of difference and stmggle with the 
paradox of pluralism. They question how a community of autonomous others might 
share an identity as a community, and how it might achieve this paradoxical unity of 
division. 
The paradox within any given order always atfracts Derrida's deconstmctive gaze 
because he understands paradox as a potentially finitful aporia. This is what is meant 
in the earlier claim that Kngwarreye's art invokes a positive consciousness of 
epistemological uncertainty. Something exceeds, or is gained from, the discursive 
aporia provoked by the art. The art is a sign, but a fioiitfuUy empty or enigmatic sign. 
Derrida's deconstmctive method aims to tease out the productive aspect of the 
paradox. In Politics of Friendship he considers a paradoxical relationship between 
freedom and equality within a moral democracy, and uses a philosophical concept of 
exemplary fiiendship as a model for exemplary democracy. Derrida questions how a 
more inclusive community (fiiendship) can be determined when no laws for such 
community exist. What laws would establish such community, and who sets down 
these laws? 
As previously mentioned, each of the chapters in Derrida's study is pivoted around a 
paradoxical address, "O my friends, there is no fiiend"^^ Derrida takes a lead from a 
succession of philosophers, (in particular Aristotle, Cicero and Montaigne), who have 
used this address to analyse the confradictory logic of fiiendship. The analysis also 
serves to speculate on the inverse of a logics of friendship, i.e., a logics of othemess. 
Othemess is implied in as much as others being 'not fiiends' The inverse address, 'O 
others, there are no others' is always an implied corollary to 'O my fiiends, there are 
no friends" 
The apparently simple antithesis between fiiend-enemy that determines any social 
group launches these philosophers into speculation about how one determines one's 
friends. (As an instance of this simple fiiend-enemy antithesis, Jean-Paul Sartre 
claims that 'the other' is necessary for the fusion of any group.^ ^) How are fiiends 
counted, or calculated? The given state of the discussion for Derrida is the question 
26 J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 1. 
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of whether the fiiend is the same or the other. Or to put this another way, Derrida 
questions what determines difference, and whether there can be a stable position on 
difference. 
In the contexts of what this means for a pohtics of community, Derrida confronts the 
possibility of sharing, or more to the point he confronts the unpossibihty of not 
sharing. Failure of a logic of community need not foreclose sharing. Derrida suggests 
that something has to be shared in the name of community, and perhaps the lack of a 
stable position on difference allows this sharing (partial similitude) to take place. This 
is obviously a bmtal reduction of Politics of Friendship, but the aim is to attend to 
how an unstable (deferred) position on difference facilitates a politics of community, 
(and how this doubles the politics of the secret as a socialising agent). 
In a chapter entitled "Oligarchies: Naming, Enumerating, Counting", Derrida 
considers this problem of naming and counting friends. He argues that the ideal of 
friendship, or exemplary fiiendship, is a confradiction in terms. By taking the ideal to 
its most reductive level Derrida questions how one can identify the other as a friend if 
they are irreducibly other? In respecting othemess, how does one recognise the other 
as a fiiend if there are no shared concepts or common wisdom of friendship between 
one and other? If the exemplary friend is not other (i.e. the same), then fiiendship 
amounts to narcissism. For this reason, the concept of exemplary fiiendship is 
described as a contradiction in terms. (Again this is a very limited account of 
Derrida's ideas, but the aim is to signal an inherent paradox within a logics of 
friendship). The paradox becomes more defined when Derrida adopts a macroscopic 
perspective of friendship in "universal fraternity', or democracy. He writes: 
There is no democracy without respect for irreducible singularity or alterity, 
but there is no democracy without the 'community of fiiends' (koina ta 
philon), without the calculation of majorities, without identifiable, stabilizable, 
representable subjects, all equal. These two laws are irreducible one to the 
other. Tragically irreconcilable and forever wounding. The wound itself opens 
with the necessity of having to count one's friends, to count the others, in the 
economy of one's own, there where every other is altogether other.^ ^ 
^^  Cited in H. Foster, Recodings, Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics, Bay Press, Seattle, Washington, 
1985, p. 206. 
*^ J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 22. 
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The tension here recalls Charles Taylor's stmggle with liberal democracy discussed in 
Chapter Two. Derrida observes a necessity of having to count one's fiiends as a 
wound or violence to the ideal of friendship itself. Or in other words he considers 
how democracy's ideal of respecting the individual rests on a necessary stmcturing, or 
violence, of majorities. Counting fiiends is divisive in nature, but the counting is 
necessary to determine a consensus sufficient for reahsation of community. Reference 
to Australia's Reconcihation impasse is again helpful. The "violence' occurs where 
upholding an Aboriginal autonomy enacts the freedom of democracy, yet at the same 
time such autonomy is irreconcilable with an Australian symbolic unity, or national 
consciousness. The discrete autonomy and symbolic unity are logically 
incommensurable. 
But exemplary fiiendship is an ideal and not a logic. Derrida's view of a politics of 
friendship demands a departure from logocentrism, and an engagement with laws of 
stmcture that measure "more or less ", rather than "yes or no " This incurs the 
reciprocity or contingency between all fiiends who are never wholly friends, and all 
others who are never wholly others. (The shift from "yes or no" to "more or less" 
conveys a similar stmctural modification to that of Giles Deleuze's distinction 
between judgement and justice, discussed in the previous chapter). 
This departure from logocentrism does not require an absence of logic, but a new 
language of interpretation that perpetually engenders contingency. For Derrida, this 
necessary contingency is the quality that figures the paradox of fiiendship as a secret. 
"O my friends, there are no fiiends" involves a coincident declaration and deferral of 
exemplary friendship that behaves similarly to the declaration and deferral of a secret. 
Derrida does not refer to the secret often in Politics of Friendship, but when he does it 
is in the contexts of a discursive contingency between processes of determining and 
naming, and ontological presence. The naming calls something to order that is not 
necessarily possible. Derrida perceives the secret as some form of puncture or wound 
in the wholeness of logos that subverts its certainty. It reveals and conceals a 
vulnerability of the logics of exemplary fiiendship that is also a vuhierabihty in how 
communities identify themselves. In essence, it is a vuhierabihty inherent to any 
identity because it must be articulated by an imposed process of selections and 
omissions. This vulnerability is deeply felt in the Kngwarreye discourse as critics 
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seem perpetually aware of their vulnerability to imposed perspectives in order to 
understand the art. 
Derrida claims that the vulnerability is always masked in the effort to make sense of 
ourselves, and this masking or concealing is like a secret, ft is "like a secret drift 
between the orders of certainty" ^ ° Heidegger's concept of unconcealing also makes 
sense in this context. It is perhaps this infinite effort to "unconceal' the vulnerability 
that Heidegger calls Tmth. Derrida does not venture as far as Tmth, of course, but his 
project for deconstmction can arguably be described as an infinite unconcealing of 
this vulnerability also. 
The 'infinite' dimension of this unconcealing is problematic in that it projects no 
degree of certainty; its endlessness cannot "produce' This definitive lack of closure 
provokes much of the criticism raised against deconstmction. There seems to be no 
point to the effort of interpretation if there can be no goal. However, deconstmction 
does have a limiting agent that motivates interpretation beyond endless contingency. 
This limiting factor is an appeal to the future. The suspension, or interval, occasioned 
by the deferral of certainty relocates the burden of certainty to the future. 
Deconstmction's act of deferral inherently positions the future as a framework for 
discourse and thus the future is ingrained into the very concept of interpretation, hi 
this sense deconstruction is interpretation for the future, or more specifically, 
interpretation towards the future. It reorientates all sense of closure, or essence, (in 
this case an essence of community) to the future and uses this orientation to motivate 
a politics that brokers present contingencies. 
There is a strident appeal to the future in Politics of Friendship. Derrida's closing 
paragraph is explicit in its appeal: 
For democracy remains to come; this is its essence in so far as it remains: not 
only will it remain indefinitely perfectible, hence always insufficient and 
future, but, belonging to the time of the promise, it will always remain, in each 
of its future times, to come: even when there is democracy, it never exists, it is 
never present, it remains the theme of a non-presentable concept.^' 
^' J. Dertida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 293. 
°^ J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 15. 
'^ Ibid., p. 306. 
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Democracy's essence in futurity renders it a "non-presentable concept", or in other 
words an empty signifier. Derrida is not arguing for an interpretation of the future but 
for the future. It is a reorientation that limits the incommensurabilities of the present 
to the present and generates anticipation for something to come. Time has a palpable 
presence in Politics of Friendship that in some manner defines a politics of 
community. The suspension of time invoked by deferral of a logics of fiiendship 
produces community as a category of "not yet", and a product of a "threshold 
naming" ^^  Derrida claims that "Friendship is a thing of distance, a thing of the 
future" ^^  The world has "form and limit", but fiiendship is infinitely "to come", 
because it is "indefinitely perfectible" ^'^ 
This temporal dimension is redolent of the recurring sense of anticipation in critical 
discourse regarding Kngwarreye's art. John McDonald accuses Roger Benjamin of 
"anticipating history", but Derrida would call this anticipating a history "to come" 
The secret also derives its efficacy from anticipation and reference to the future. It 
looks to the future for revelation. The hermeneutic importance of the future in the 
deconstmction method is well noted. In a discussion regarding the relevance of the 
future in deconstmction, David Wood suggests the future plays, among other things, 
an ethical role. He argues that "If life is judged improvable, then our hopes and plans 
demand a dimension of futurity as a condition for their reahzation" ^^  The projection 
of the future becomes a condition for interpretation so that it can make sense of the 
present, particularly when the present is so over-determined. It is clearly a projection 
of an ideal that functions in a manner akin to Kantian idealism and franscendental 
subjectivity. 'Making sense' of the present thus means something more like "making 
do' rather than "resolving' 
Wood links this fiiturity to idealism, claiming that "The practical move from the real 
to the ideal requires positing of a future" He regards this reliance on the future as 
having both hermeneutic and ethical value, but also sees it as problematic in that the 
future is inherently unpredictable and susceptible to ideological appropriation. The 
future clearly holds no guarantees either, but it provides a more manageable certainty 
^^  J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., p. 283. 
" Ibid. 
^* Ibid., p. 306. 
'^  D. Wood, The Deconstruction of Time, Humanities Press Intemational Inc., Atlantic Highlands, New 
Jersey, 1989, p. 366. 
^' Ibid., p. 365. 
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than the present. The finer points of this philosophical argument regarding the validity 
of a reference to futurity are beyond the scope of this thesis (however fascinating), but 
the main point is that Wood defends the hermeneutic and ethical usefuhiess of such a 
method. Deconstmction's appeal to a future ideal is ethical in that ft supports a 
contingency of difference in the present. It seems that both deconstmction and an 
Aboriginal politics of the secret operate in this way. They both defer certainty to the 
fiiture, and both involve an act of faith. 
Certain terms keep cropping up in this discussion that appear incongmous to 
deconstmction; - terms such as 'faith', 'essence' and 'ideals' A latent essentialism 
seems to lurk amid this infinite contingency. Derrida quahfies his reference to an 
essence of community by deeming it "indefinitely perfectible", but it must still be 
conceived an essence if it is to be effective. The most cmcial element to this essence, 
for Derrida, is that it is on the horizon, or absent, and is not a foundation. Derrida's 
absent perfectible essence of community is useful in that can articulate a particular 
scope of discursive principles. In this way a political imaginary articulates a 
discursive economy without limiting it to orthodoxy. 
The secret also sets up a political imaginary that articulates a discursive economy. Its 
appeal to a future realisation of the secret's contents sustains an ongoing contingency 
of meaning in the present. This structural logic maps the politics of the secret, but it 
also maps how communities are formed. The factor that sustains the contingency is 
the secret's appeal to all that the secret withholds a tmthybr all. The secret thus 
constitutes a universal form of subjectivity in its appeal to all. It constmcts a 
hegemony, or at least relies on a hegemony, in order to be effective and to maintain 
contingency. To word this differently, the secret is motivated by hegemony in that it 
must appeal to all to be recognised as a secret, and it must hold the promise of 
somethingybr all to be effective and seductive. This is where the secret is most 
effective as a politics of community. It actually constitutes some idea of community 
in its appeal to all to declare itself a secret that conceals some trnth^br all. The 
secret's appeal thus gives community an originary form. An 'all' is actually 
conceived in this process, or re-constituted, despite the secret actually achieving a 
differentiated community of initiates and non-initiates. It assumes an absent totality 
in order to establish of politics of community. 
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The "secret drift' between orders of certainty, identified by Derrida, is perhaps this 
secret appeal to an absent constmct. This appeal to a myth is what (secretly) gives the 
orders of certainty their purpose. They require a constmcted originary form (imposed 
perspective perhaps?) in order to invest them with purpose. The absent imaginary 
nature of this perspective is the "secret drift", or the vuhierabihty that constantly 
threatens all such certainty with silence. The parallel between deconstruction and the 
strategy of the secret suggests that emphatically relativist discourses still inherently 
appeal to an absent essence for coherence. But in order to sustain the contingency, the 
essence must always remain absent. 
It is Heidegger, rather than Derrida, who is conventionally deemed an essentialist 
because he speaks of Tmth. But the sustained present tense of Heidegger's method -
the privileged unconcealing over unconcealed - sustains Tmth more as a motive than 
an essence. For Heidegger, the appeal to an essence of Being motivates the process of 
unconcealing, and for Derrida, the appeal to a future essence motivates interpretation. 
The difference here seems to be primarily temporal. Heidegger's Being is deferred 
because it is always and only present in process; Derrida's 'being to come' is always 
in the future. 
A quasi-essentiahsm is not applied to Derrida's method of deconstmction lightly. 
Essentialist ideologies have historically generated reprehensible totalitarianism and a 
myopic authoritarianism particularly abhorred by Derrida. Essentialism has an 
ambiguous role in deconstmction, and its presence seems to position it at both poles 
of debates about the apparent human compulsion for certainty. 
John Morton's essay titled "Essentially Black, Essentially Australian, Essentially 
Opposed: Australian Anthropology and Its Uses of Aboriginal Identity", makes an 
interesting contribution to this issue, particularly as it relates directly to an essence of 
Aboriginality.^ ^ Morton argues that essentialism is inherent to any act of 
communication or sharing in that an idealized stereotype is a necessary precondftion 
for any sharing. He claims that declared anti-essentialist anthropology cannot avoid 
contradiction because it ironically relies on a political essentialism of its own making. 
37 J. Morton, "Essentially Black, Essentially Australian, Essentially Opposed", op. cit. 
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Contemporary anthropological strategies that rely on empfricism and localism oppose 
stereotypes and other appropriative tactics incumbent with the idea of an essential 
identity of Aboriginality. However, Morton claims that these oppositional sfrategies 
paradoxically lead to a political essentialism that constmcts a repressive authenticity 
denying any sense of sharing. Biddle's resistance model of signification, mentioned 
earlier, is an instance of this oppositional anthropology. Morton argues that this model 
theoretically resists assimilation and appropriation, but in practice produces a new 
"politically correct' hegemony hiding behind the mask of its anti-hegemonic 
gesturing, ft produces its own stereotypes and constmcts an essential identity of 
Aboriginality as anti-assimilationalist. 
Morton is certainly not taking issue with any efforts to unshackle colonialist 
repression of Aboriginal identity and experience. His aim is to clarify the 
confradictions of any fundamentally anti-essentialist ideology, claiming that "any 
ideological drift inherently entails a particular brand of essentialism" ^^  (The 
resistance model, for instance, is an ideology of resistance that essentialises anti-
assimilationalism as Aboriginality). Morton appears somewhat confradictory in his 
attempted modification of essentialism. He argues that an essential identity, or some 
coherent idea of identity, must be anticipated in order for any sharing or 
communication to take place, but that this essential identity must always be regarded 
as partial and contingent, and engaged in a mutualistic logic with its Others. 
This argument elicits a paradoxical relativist essentialism and whilst this might 
accurately describe the paradoxical situation at hand, it is perhaps more manageable to 
think of this essential identity in Derridean terms of being always absent. Derrida 
conceives it as an identity for the future, and only for the future. Morton cites John 
Carrier in claiming that essentialism itself is not the problem but that "Instead, the 
problem is a failure to be conscious of essentialism, (my emphasis) whether it springs 
from the assumptions with which we approach our subjects or the goals that motivate 
our writing." This consciousness of essentialism denotes awareness of it as a 
sfrategy as opposed to ontology, and Derrida's act of deferral to the future emphasises 
its strategic status. 
*^ J. Morton, "Essentially Black, Essentially Australian, Essentially Opposed", op. cit., p. 375. 
" Ibid. 
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In summary of Morton's argument, essentialism is unavoidable because it establishes 
a stable point from which to begin to think of identity, community, or sharing, etc. 
Injustice occurs when essentialism is used as orthodoxy, and when it is fashioned as a 
closed concept rather than as a general significance whose function is sfrategic rather 
than ontological. Derrida's appeal to an exemplary community in the future feeds 
directly into this argument in that it establishes an essence of community that is 
definitively absent and infinitely perfectible. It can motivate but it cannot authenticate. 
This absent essence performs as a hegemony or at least akin to what Emesto Laclau 
and Chantal Mouffe refer to as a "radical hegemony" "^^ Such radical hegemony 
constitutes: 
Affirmation of a "ground" which lives only by negating its fundamental 
character; or of an 'order' which exists only as a partial limiting of disorder; of 
a "meaning' which is constmcted only as excess and paradox in the face of 
meaninglessness .^ ^  
The resfrained impulse of the Kngwarreye discourse, where critics are driven forward 
and held back at once, seems symptomatic of this afready-present radical hegemony. 
The inherent negativity of this radical hegemony derives from the two impractical 
ideologies of essentialism and plurahsm that are at once mutually exclusive and 
mutually dependent in any "exemplary community" A radical or negative hegemony 
is presupposed in Derrida's description of this "exemplary community' as "infinitely 
perfectible" 
The paradoxical thrust of much contemporary critical theory that fabricates anti-
hegemonic hegemony, anti-positivist positivism, or anti-essentialist essentialism, 
represents an emptying of what Jacques Lacan calls the Master-Signifier to its 
stmctural fransparency."*^ These ideologies are made visible as only stmctures or 
strategies. They embody no tmths, (like the secret), but offer methods of sharing in 
order to create communities out of the infinite anonymity of human intersubjectivity. 
The big Other, (another Lacanian term) is always the Self looking back from its 
position of "not-F' 
'"' E. Laclau & C. Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy, Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, W. 
Moore & P. Cammack, (trans.). Verso, London, 1985. 
"' Ibid., p. 193. 
J. Lacan, Ecrits: a selection /Jacques Lacan, Sheridan, A., (trans, from the French), Norton, New 
York, 1977. 
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The simulated convergence between an Aboriginal politics of the secret and a 
deconstmctive quasi-essentialism posed in this discussion describes a mutual 
willingness to engage in a hegemonic game of sfrategic essentialism. If Kngwarreye's 
art represents a posture of Aboriginality, or a declared and deferred Aboriginality, 
then perhaps her postinodem audience engages with the enigma and recognises the 
posture as a differentiated gesture of sharing. Kngwarreye's art is arguably recognised 
in the late 1980s because it engages the developing form of hegemony that Derrida 
attempts to speak of in Politics of Friendship. 
Audience Readiness & Hegemony 
The decade leading up to recognition of Kngwarreye's art, the 1980s, was a period of 
substantial critical interest in ambiguous signs and secrecy and their cultural currency. 
As mentioned, this propensity reflects the influence of post-stmcturalism and 
postmodem anti-essentialism, along with a general disillusionment with 
Enlightenment rationality. Scientific positivism was not explaining human existence 
quite as fully as expected, and if the world remained a mystery, then perhaps mystery 
itself warrants further scmtiny. Post-stmcturalism encourages anthropology to observe 
practices of secrecy in non-literate cultures as a politics of signification as opposed to 
an exercise in code-decipherment. This hermeneutic shift also affects perceptions 
about the art of these cultures. An art of 'irrational beliefs' somehow seems less 
irrelevant to contemporary culture in these changed contexts. As argued in Chapter 
Two, this general shift towards consideration of sign systems, sfrategies, and cultural 
pohtics, represents the development of an anti-essentialist hegemony, but it is an 
hegemony problematically couched in a rigid ethical essence of difference. 
One of the most notable examples of a renewed perspective of such art is an 
exhibition held in New York in 1993, titled Secrecy, African Art that Reveals and 
Conceals.^^ The exhibition is presented in the same city as William Rubin's 
Primitivism exhibition, but does not atfract near the amount of attention as the latter. 
Many of the essays in the Secrecy catalogue emphasise the contingency of revelation 
and concealment of the secret discussed earher in this chapter. The authors thoroughly 
••^  M. H. Nooter, Secrecy: African Art that conceals and reveals, [ex. cat.]. Museum for African Art, 
New York, 1993. 
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examine the politics and poetics of secrecy, and are constantly drawn to the paradox 
of the secret. In an essay titled, "Secrecy and society: the paradox of knowing and the 
knowing of paradox", T. O. Beidehnan notes that paradox is at the heart of a secret in 
that "its unknowableness must be known" '*'* He also notes how the regenerative 
capacity of the secret introduces initiates to the "poetic and imaginative 
reconsideration of the familiar" "^^ This is very similar to what Heidegger regards as 
the role of Art. A process of reconsideration is privileged, and form is attended to as a 
provocation to negotiate meaning rather than as a receptacle of meaning. One author 
in this catalogue actually defines the secret as a sign without essential content, which 
is to say the secret, is a form without content, or an empty signifier."*^  
There is great irony in the varied reception to these two exhibitions that indirectly 
emphasises the necessity of a hegemony. Secrecy does not primarily orientate itself in 
terms of Euroamerican modemist art, which is to say it does not appeal to a westem 
hegemonic constmct of art. The exhibition actually approaches Afiican art in many of 
the ways that critics found lacking in the Primitivism exhibition, yet the latter 
exhibition attracted a great deal more attention. Primitivism decontexualises 
"primitive arts' in order to assign a formal affinity between a primitive 'essence' and a 
search for essence inherent to modemist formalist principles of art. On the other hand. 
Secrecy contextualises the objects and presents them in terms of how their fimction in 
African society determines a formal logic. The Secrecy catalogue essays map an 
eclectic field of history and politics that largely destabilise any 
traditional/contemporary binarism. In this manner the exhibition as a whole represents 
a direct and tangible critique of the Primitivism show yet few critics even noted 
Secrecy's existence. It appears that Primitivism's engagement with a hegemonic 
constmct of modem art unwittingly unearthed confradictions in the 
primitivism/modemism binarism, where Secrecy could not even access the discussion 
because it evidently lacked this hegemonic engagement. 
Secrecy is an extensive exhibition accompanied by an equally extensive scholarly 
catalogue that elaborates on African visual strategies of secrecy. The exhibition is 
'^ T. O. Beidehnan, "Secrecy and society: the paradox of knowing and the knowing of paradox". 
Secrecy: African art that reveals and conceals, [ex. cat.], ibid., p. 41. 
^^ Ibid., p. 43. 
"** M. H. Nooter, "Conclusion: The Impact of the Unseen", Secrecy: African art the reveals and 
conceals, [ex. cat.], p. 240. 
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particularly interesting in that it is based on a rationale that contemporary non-
indigenous audiences are now "ready' to attend to these deliberately enigmatic objects 
as art. '^ ^ Where Primitivism is criticised for its disavowal of difference, Secrecy also 
disavows difference, but in an ahnost opposite manner. Difference is elided in the 
Secrecy exhibition because the West is perceived to be 'becoming Other', rather than 
the reverse. 
A theme of emptiness anchors this elision of difference. The author of the catalogue 
introduction, Kwame Anthony Appiah, suggests that contemporary audiences are 
ready to consider the objects in the exhibition, and the way they function, as art. The 
reasons for this are ostensibly because of the expanded range of cultural objects that 
are now considered to be art and a growing Westem willingness to engage with a 
theme of emptiness. Appiah particularly refers to deliberately enigmatic artworks 
pertaining to an Euroamerican tradition of conceptual and minimalist art, such as "the 
simply empty frame" and "a bare wall with the label "Empty Frame"/*^ He maps some 
form of 'historical convergence' between African strategies of secrecy and a rhetoric 
of'significant emptiness' evident in minimalist and conceptual art, and this 
convergence determines a preparedness for the exhibition. 
Strategies of emptiness in conceptual and minimalist art evacuate the subject of the 
artwork to the terrain of the frame and beyond, hi this way they decenfre the subject 
away from any essential identity of Art, and position it as far more contingent on 
contexts and 'sites' This decentring is the point of this artistic sfrategy of emptiness. 
The declaration of emptiness denotes a fecund Nothingness in the Heideggeran sense 
and is a visual sfrategy to generate a decenfred mode of meaning. Appiah claims that 
this Westem engagement with symbohc emptiness conditions audiences to better 
appreciate secrecy as a cultural strategy in Afiican art, rather than in exoticised 
contexts of 'magic' and irrationalism. The declared emptiness in such artworks is 
indeed similar to a declared secret. 
Secrecy is rationalised in this exhibition to the extent that it underwrites a language 
game, or a signification process that shapes knowledge into a currency of community. 
"'' K. A. Appiah, "Art and Secrecy", Secrecy: African art the reveals and conceals, [ex. cat.], ibid., 
p. 14. 
^'Ibid. 
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Afiican art's merit as art is now recognised because of a Westem expansion of the 
category of art, along with expanded methods of cognitive reckoning that can 
appreciate the Afiican strategy of secrecy. The role of discourse is cmcial to this 
expansion of art in that it provides a perspective that authorises particular forms of art 
regardless of their formal qualities. Appiah claims that "anything presented in the 
right place with the right authorising narrative framework can now be considered 
art" ^ ^ The credibility of art is wrested away from modemist formalist principles, 
disavowing the entire concept of the autonomy of art. The art object is contingent on 
its "authorising narrative framework", or discourse. 
The seminal role of discourse in this argument indicates how hegemony does not 
disappear. Appiah claims that the object is not art without art discourse and insists 
that these enigmatic objects are nothing more than worthless trash without an 
authorising framework. The historical joumey of primitive artefact to contemporary 
art maps this logic. Absfract forms in Afiican art are appropriated into Euroamerican 
modemism, and whilst modemist audiences considered the appropriated aesthetics 
(Primitivism) a legitimate artistic expression, the original objects themselves are not 
considered 'art' This situation alters after events such as the Primitivism exhibition, 
and henceforth there is a hegemonic shift from a modemist definition of art to a (still 
essentially 'westem'-defined) 'contemporary art' where all manner of indigenous 
visual cultures are considered as 'art' The institution hegemony does not alter in this 
scenario; it is just that the nature of the hegemony is transformed by the dialectic 
self/other relationship that hegemony itself institutes. 
This historical development of primitive artefact to contemporary art represents a 
continued hegemonic appropriation of indigenous visual cultures into the "westem' 
idea of what is considered art. However, at the same time it clearly represents a major 
transformation of that category "art' itself. Hegemony continues, but it suffers a fatal 
incursion and mercifully does not stay intact. More significantly, the 'West' can no 
longer claim sole ownership of this hegemony (if, in fact, it ever could). 
Hal Foster also supports this idea of the inevitability of hegemony in a study titled 
Recodings, Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics. Foster's first chapter, titled "Against 
*'K. A. Appiah, "Art and Secrecy", Secrecy: African art the reveals and conceals, [ex. cat.], ibid., 
p. 14. 
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Plurahsm", argues that a pluralism beyond hegemony is unachievable and advocates 
instead a reinvigorated dialectics and an intensified effort of resistance to "major 
culture" ^ ° Foster agrees with Appiah's assessment regarding 'audience readiness' 
The former claims that a shift away from formalist principles, and towards a concem 
for "stincture, sign and play", creates an audience preparedness for reconsideration of 
indigenous art. 
Foster identifies the generation of Robert Smithson [1928-73] (a U.S. conceptual 
artist coming to notice in the 1960s), as heralding this developing consciousness of "a 
concept of limits that could never be located" '^ Audiences are thus conditioned to 
appreciate deferment and 'emptiness' as generative rather than degenerative. Foster 
accounts for this audience readiness in a Freudian sense of a retum of the repressed. 
Having appropriated and diffused the threat of the "other' by way of Primitivism, the 
"other' retums from within to challenge the authority of modemist hegemony. Foster 
argues that "The mpture of the primitive, managed by the modems, becomes our 
postmodem event"^^ 
This point can be illusfrated adequately by the "development' of the Utopia art 
community, as discussed in Chapter One. A modemist design aesthetic 'borrows' 
from a variety of indigenous iconographies to achieve an abstract affect. These 
designs are commodified and historically retum to their source (such as the Utopia 
community) in the form of commercial fabric designs that indigenous artists are 
encouraged to 'translate' in terms of their own iconography. As noted in Chapter One, 
there must be a certain deja vu at work here. The fact that indigenous artists have no 
difficulty in achieving this fransformation should be hardly surprising. The fact that 
they master it, and re-present it in more challenging contexts, should not be surprising 
either. 
Foster is advocating a dialectical framework for discourse that acknowledges 
hegemony and actively resists ft. In order to consolidate his point regarding 
hegemony, Foster examines post-stmctural efforts to replace a totalising constmct 
with an "interrogation of the limits" " He observes how a dialectical identity of the 
^ H. Foster, Recodings: art, spectacle, cultural politics, op. cit, p. 179. 
*' Ibid., p. 204. 
" Ibid. 
'' Ibid. 
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West that defines itself through constitution of 'othemess' is ostensibly diffused by a 
post-stmcturalist fransgressive assault on the dialectical constmct. In this way a 
hegemonic constmct is ostensibly replaced by a challenge to the hmits of that totality. 
This effort to invalidate the self-other boundary produces a decenfred subject and an 
indiscrete intersubjectivity. However, Foster claims that this fransgressive effort 
ultimately fails in its project to resist the dialectic because, "if transgression 
challenges the dialectic ... it also presupposes (or at least foreshadows) them." '^* He 
goes on to argue that "however decentred by the other, the (westem) subject continues 
to encroach mercilessly upon it."^^ The westem hegemony apparently survives in a 
(after Paul Ricoeur) "universal world civilization" suffering from (citing Habermas), 
"the intemal violence of a saturated whole" ^ ^ This means that a universality of 
decenfredness (or pluralism) becomes a new hegemony. 
Foster argues that pluralism heralds a new hegemony that dominates all through a 
global capital economy controlled by the West. This arguably leads to homogeneity 
and "a stagnant condition of indiscrimination - not to resistance but to 
en 
retrenchment" Foster's solution does not dismiss hegemony, but encourages a more 
affirmed resistance to the "white patriarchal order of westem culture", by "vital others 
within and without (feminists, "minorities", "tribal" peoples).^^ He proposes an 
ongoing dialectics that mounts a challenge to westem pretenses of sovereignty, etc., as 
a more honest redress of injustices than the universahsing, decenfred, postmodem 
subject.^ ^ Rather than mounting a futile attempt to immobilise hegemony, a more 
affirmed and vital dialectics between hegemony and its others should be encouraged. 
Foster writes: 
A polemic against pluralism is not a plea for old tmths. Rather, it is a plea to 
invent new tmths or, more precisely, to reinvent old tmths radically. If this is 
not done, these old tmths simply retum, debased or disguised (as the general 
conservatism of present culture makes clear).*° 
Derrida arrives at a similar position regarding the persistence of hegemony in Politics 
^* H. Foster, Recodings: art, spectacle, cultural politics, op. cit., p. 205. 
" Ibid., p. 207. 
'^Ibid. 
"Ibid., p. 31. 
'* Ibid., p. 208. 
''ibid., p. 31. 
*» Ibid. 
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of Friendship. A hegemonic order is afready presupposed in a pluralistic community 
bound together by a shared but differentiated expectation of an exemplary community. 
Justice can be achieved by way of a re-configured understanding of this hegemony as 
indefinitely perfectible, and strategic rather than ontological. The indefinite stmggle to 
perfect community embodies the spirit of resistance advocated by Foster, but it also 
requires an avowed exemplary community; i.e. an avowal that exemplary community 
can only ever be exemplary, and is thus always in the future. Audiences engaging with 
empty signifiers and secrets arguably mark a shift towards this contingent mode of 
hegemony. 
Secrecy, Aura, and Distance 
The strategy of the secret is to construct a distinction between initiates and non-
initiates, or to think this another way, it encourages non-initiates to perceive distance 
between themselves and initiates. This sense of distance is the aura of the secret. 
Using Walter Benjamin's understanding of aura (discussed in Chapter One), the 
secret creates a perspective or world-view with this distance by which members of a 
social group determine their place or their sense of selves within that group. It is a 
distance whereby the subjects acquire a perspective relative to themselves in order to 
'know' themselves. 
Benjamin regards aura as an experience of art that diminishes amid the profound 
sense of plurality in the "Age of Mechanical Reproduction' Opportunities to 
apprehend anything unique disappear beneath a pervading mass consciousness 
requiring mass-produced commodities and experiences. This sense of mass, or 
plurality, defines the twentieth century for Benjamin, and within it he detects a fatal 
loss of identity symboUsed by art's loss of aura. Benjamin's perceived deficit 
foreshadows the homogeneity and indifference that Foster describes as the conditions 
of pluralism, and both imply that a loss of distance equates to a loss of identity. 
This distance is clearly not a spatial concept because Benjamin claims that aura is 
"the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be" (my emphasis).^' It 
can be distant and close at once, so the sense of distance seems more a measure of 
61 W. Benjamin, "The Work of Art in die Age of Mechanical Reproduction", op. cit., p. 222. 
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time. Aura establishes a temporal distance whereby, for one frozen moment in time, 
the relentless relativity of the world is suspended fri order for the self to take some 
distance from itself, or in other words, for the self to take a measure of oneself. (This 
recalls Gramsci's idea that "knowing thyself requires an inventory (or measure) of 
historical impact). Benjamin claims that this experience of a unique sense of self is 
eroded by the plurality of modemity. Without experiencing the unique in art, the self 
loses the opportunity to experience a sense of self. 
This temporal distance of aura is therefore achieved by a suspended temporality. It 
appears that aura does not require a stable point in time (that Benjamin identifies as a 
sense of fradition), so much as a suspended sense of time. Aura requires an interval of 
time-out whereby a distance can be marked between the relative co-ordinates of self 
and other. But it is interesting that in Benjamin's analogy both self and other are only 
partial subjects creating a sense of distance relative to themselves. The mountain is 
only part of a horizon; the branch is part of a free; and the eyes of the "resting' self can 
only ever see part of the self. Aura is thus created out of partial subjects who are 
apparently incomplete, but who create a unique sense of distance relative to 
themselves. Together they create a unique perspective of the self otherwise 
unachievable. 
It is not the stable point in time that fixes this experience, but the suspended interval 
of time. Why does Benjamin create a subject who is resting? Why create the restful 
mood when all seems suspended in time? This is because the cmcial distance for the 
experience of aura is not spatial, but temporal; and the tmly distant sense of time is 
timelessness. 
Benjamin claims that a unique work of art establishes itself in fradition, claiming a 
distinct sense of history and stable world-view or perspective. In the early decades of 
the twentieth century, when Benjamin authored this description of aura, history 
evoked more sense of stability than in the late twentieth /early twenty-first centuries. 
The past could be used as a relatively stable past. But what of today when historical 
revisionism is a banahty? Where does the high age of pluralism, with fts throngs of 
traditions and histories, find its fixed point of reference, or its 'time-out'? Derrida 
suggests that the future now assumes the role of the past in this regard, and the anchor 
shifts from the past to the future. The following passage from Politics of Friendship 
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illustrates how Derrida uses a passage from Nietzsche's Human All Too Human 
(where phantoms of the past are resurrected in order for the subjects to hear 
themselves), to shift the gaze to the future. Derrida writes: 
Nietzsche, as it were, had resurrected "phantom fiiends', those who have not 
changed while we have been fransformed. These fiiends retumed as the 
phantom of our past - in sum, our memory, the silhouette of the ghost who not 
only appears to us (phantasmata, phenomena, phantoms, things of sight, things 
of respect, the respect which retums and comes down to the specfre), but an 
invisible past, hence a past that can speak, and speak to us in an icy voice, "as 
if we were hearing ourselves'. Here, this should be exactly the opposite since 
it is a question of the fiiend, of the superman whose present fiiendship urges 
the arrival. Not the past fiiend, but the fiiend to come.^ ^ 
Nietzsche inverts a conventional assumption that the past is made visible by history, 
and instead claims that the past is made invisible so that it can speak to the present. 
This means that the past is always couched in a perspective so that it can be made 
relevant to the present. But again, how does a generation awash with a sense of 
historical relativity achieve this invisibility? How can they believe in these phantoms? 
This is why Derrida argues that here, now, it is "exactly the opposite" ^ ^ Our 
phantoms must be found in the future. 
Derrida develops what Nietzsche refers to as "respect which comes down to the 
specfre", to articulate a new sense of distance in this fiiture-orientated perspective. 
Derrida also contends that "A spectral distance would thus assign its condition to 
memory as well as to the fiiture as such."^^ The as such is italicised because it marks 
a suspended temporality that Derrida finds cmcial to the experience of exemplary 
community. (Benjamin also requires this suspended temporality for the experience of 
aura.) This suspended temporality is described as an affect: 
The as such is affected with spectrality; hence it is no longer or not yet exactiy 
what ft is. The disjunction of specfral distance would, by this very fact, mark 
both the past and the future with a non-reappropriable alterity.^ ^ 
A "non-reappropriable alterity' denotes the exfreme sense of distance required by 
62 J. Derrida, Politics of Friendship, op. cit., pp: 287-8. 
"Ibid. 
^ Ibid., p. 288. 
'^ ^Ibid. 
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exemplary community. Aura also requfres this exfreme sense of distance, and it 
appears again in the exfreme sense of othemess inherent to Jacques Lacan's 'big 
Other', or Master Signifier (mentioned previously). All of these quahties of exfreme 
distance offer methods of achieving a perspective in respect of self so that the self can 
(momentarily) see itself. They achieve a mode of obscurity that suspends the flux of 
life just long enough to take a measure of the self. 
A mode of obscurity is arguably an obhque, but strangely accurate manner of 
describing hegemony. The bond determining hegemony is clearly something more 
than ideology, and something in excess of the symbolic order. Hegemony taps into 
some profound condition of community that allows it to dominate, or to be regarded 
as dominant. Derrida modifies the authority of this excessive quahty in that it is 
infinitely perfectible and always yet to come. A hint of aura lingers in Derrida's 
symbolic excess, (such as with reference to Nietzsche's phantasmata, phenomena, 
phantoms, etc.), and finds common ground with Derrida's own world-view/hegemony 
of partial subjects creating a sense of distance relative to themselves via a declared 
and disavowed exemplary community. Aura derives its sublime dimension from 
hegemony, and its immediacy from how it makes the self visible within the frame of 
this hegemony. The secret appears to behave similarly. 
Slavoj Zizek makes an interesting contribution to this discourse regarding an obscure 
language of community by describing the self-other relationship as an endless loop.^ ^ 
Zizek fashions the 'excess' that bonds a community in Lacanian terms of Enjoyment. 
He argues that "a given community cannot be reduced to symbolic identification: the 
bond hnking together its members always implies a shared relationship toward a 
Thing, toward Enjoyment incarnated." Enjoyment is that which defines the self in 
excess of the symbolic order, leading Zizek to claim that a community's measure of 
Enjoyment models a perceived 'way of life' called upon to determine so-called 
national identity. Zizek writes: 
All we can do is enumerate disconnected fragments of the way our community 
organizes its feasts, its rituals of mating, its initiation ceremonies, in short, all 
** S. Zizek, "Part 111 Sum: The Loop of Enjoyment", and particularly Chapter 6, "Enjoy Your Nation 
as Yourself, Tarrying with the Negative, Kant Hegel and the Critique of Ideology, Duke University 
Press, Durham, U.S.A., 1993. 
*'Ibid., p. 201. 
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the details by which is made visible the unique way a community organizes its 
enjoyment. 
All of this forms a loop in that "way of life' is only known from a distance. Citing 
Hegel, Zizek claims that a 'way of life' "only comes to be through being left 
behind."^^ National consciousness is only conceived when 'others' threaten a certain 
way of life, or a certain organisation of enjoyment. It is only 'known' through this 
antagonism, which is to say it is only known by confrontation with othemess. This 
loop reaffirms Sartre's idea of group identity being determined by othemess 
(mentioned earlier in the chapter). It also underscores the relevance of Derrida's 
concem with friends and others in Politics of Friendship. 
Zizek draws on the hegemony of "political correctness" to describe this loop in action. 
He argues that all "other' subject positions can affirm their specificity in the negation 
of the white-male-heterosexual position, or the negation of the white-male-
heterosexual's 'way of life' However, in doing so, the 'other' sustains the hegemony 
in that "In the very act of emptying the white-male-heterosexual position of all 
7ft 
positive content, the PC attitude retains it as a universal form of subjectivity' 
The fine points of Zizek's argument extend beyond the scope of this thesis, however 
Zizek ultimately claims that the only way beyond this "paradox of the impossible 
choice" is to take at its word, and not to choose at all. He suggests that the only way 
beyond the impasse is to push the obscure language of hegemony to ultimate obscurity 
and collapse the big Other altogether. Zizek concludes that "Perhaps, our very 
survival hinges on our ability to consummate the act of assuming fully the "the 
nonexistence of the Other", of tarrying with the negative" '^ The Chemobyl disaster 
is used to illustrate how a global ecological consciousness inherently demands this 
collapse of the 'big Other'. It seems to be a very sound idea, but is it not also 
configuring a global version of Derrida's hegemonic exemplary community? Ecology 
as ideology is still ideology, but if it becomes hegemony so much the better. 
** S. Zizek, Tarrying with the Negative, op. cit., p. 201. 
*' Ibid., p. 204. 
'"ibid.!p. 214 
' ' Ibid., p. 237 
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Perhaps an invasion of inter-galactic aliens will introduce the next phase of the 
hegemonic loop, and the beginning of an exemplary community of Earthly "others'? 
Kngwarreye apparently saw her first alien (whitefella) at the age often and spent the 
next sixty-seven years negotiating a perspective that included these "others' Her 
'exemplary art' is the product of this perspective. 
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EPILOGUE 
Richard Bell, an Aboriginal artist working in Brisbane, recently completed a series of 
paintings that he called, Desperately seeking Emily (2001). In each of the works a 
black background is covered with Jackson Pollock-style drips of mufti-coloured paint. 
Between the black background and the quasi-absfract expressionism there is also 
another element to these artworks. Blind-embossed large letters sit beneath the skeins 
of colour, spelling out messages such as "SOS" and "OOPS" Bell claims that the 
acronyms are political missiles aimed at the Australian Government, and particularly 
the Prime Minister.* For instance, he claims that "OOPS" is usually followed by the 
word Sorry - the word from the Prime Minister for which Ausfralia's Aboriginal 
population wait in vain. "SOS" is said to represent "Sell our Souls" 
The way these acronyms come into view is very disturbing. They are messages that 
seem to be in the skin of the artwork but sit beneath the familiar appearance of 
modem art. It is Kngwarreye's recognition game all over again but Bell is far more 
cynical in his approach. The title of the series suggests he is even cynical about 
Kngwarreye's success, perhaps suggesting that the artist's political message is 
commodified into silence, or even "recognised' into silence. In the past Bell has 
produced political activist art along with a more tourist-friendly form of splatter 
paintings and in this series he brings the two together. If he is making a point here 
regarding Kngwarreye's art, then he is right on the mark. Kngwarreye is an art 
market popstar and about as close as Ausfralia gets to a "modemist genius" But 
those who know only a few details about the artist are well aware that her art is about 
owning Country and the political recognition required to keep it. It is this enigmatic 
duality that is so compelling about the art. 
Bell's paintings are far too obvious to seduce in the manner that Kngwarreye's art 
draws an audience. His paintings lack her 'sucker punch' of misrecognition and her 
sophisticated mode of visual rhetoric. However Bell does well to be 'seeking Emily' 
because the dialectic of engagement and resistance that Kngwarreye sets up in her art 
is clearly effective in negotiating meaningful recognition across the gulf of cultural 
difference. Her artworks do not spell out their meaning but they nevertheless send a 
' P. Brown, "All Fired up", Brisbane News, December 5-11, 2001, p. 29. 
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strong message to audiences. It is a message about respect, patience and learning, and 
about creating and sharing Beauty. 
Kngwarreye's art builds on two decades of achievements that begin with Papimya 
paintings and her art could not have achieved nearly so much without this precedent. 
Papunya painting developed a fradition where Aboriginal culture fraveUed widely and 
found itself hung on walls in the most obscure places. This visibility is a major step in 
gaining recognition of their culture. Kngwarreye's art derives from a community of 
people who have a deep and urgent need for visibihty and recognition at this 
particular time in history. If there is power in Kngwarreye's art, it surely comes from 
this source. The art is about cultural difference because these people are feelmg 
difference and they need some notice so that they can negotiate a place within this 
changing world. Huge colourful canvases, rolled up and flying around the globe, are 
thus a rather ingenious method of gaining notice. 
Kngwarreye's legacy to her fellow painters in Central Ausfralia is evident in the large 
number of women who have taken up painting since the early 1990s. Women from 
Aboriginal communities such as Haasts Bluff, Yuendumu, Lajamanu and Balgo are 
increasingly gaining recognition for bold and vibrantly coloured expressionistic 
paintings that seem charged by Kngwarreye's vigour and confidence. Many male 
artists from these centres, particularly in communities at Balgo and Haasts Bluff, are 
replacing the meticulous dotting stick with a free-wielding bmsh. A young generation 
of Aboriginal artists with a sfrong tendency towards Kngwarreye's radical absfraction 
has also emerged in far North Queensland It is difficult to assess how much these 
artists are influenced by Kngwarreye's art, however the audience readiness for this 
style of art is clearly a post-Emily condition. 
It is too easy to get carried away with enthusiasm for this art, even if simply for its 
show of spirit. The cmel endnote to all chapters of Australian Aboriginal art is that 
cultural recognition does not necessarily equate with social achievement. A number of 
the Aboriginal communities in Central Australia that have been producing art for 
three decades and more are today among the most desperate and neglected. 
Communities such as Papunya and Emabella have endemic substance abuse, 
alcoholism and youth suicide. Kngwarreye's art inculcated a spirit of anticipation in 
her audiences, but one wonders how long these people themselves can keep 
"anticipating' a better management of cultural difference. 
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